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| felt assured that, if | failed in this attempt, my case would be 
a hopeless one—it would seal my fate as a slave forever. | 
could not hope to get off with anything less than the severest 
punishment, and being placed beyond the means of escape. 
It required no very vivid imagination to depict the most 
frightful scenes through which | should have to pass, in case | 
failed. The wretchedness of slavery, and the blessedness of 
freedom, were perpetually before me. It was life and death 
with me. 


—Frederick Douglass 
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Preface 


OVER THE YEARS, plantation slavery has been described in many 
ways. Perhaps the classic description was provided by Ulrich B. 
Phillips. In his Pulitzer Prize-winning Life and Labor in the Old South, 
he spoke of the plantation force as “a conscript army” and the 
plantation as a homestead, a school, a “parish, or perhaps a chapel 
of ease,” a pageant and variety show, and “a matrimonial bureau.” 
Soon historians, including James Hugo Johnston, Harvey Wish, 
Raymond A. and Alice H. Bauer, and Herbert Aptheker, began to 
show that there was another way to view slavery. It was becoming 
clear that the plantation was not the smooth, well-managed 
operation described by Phillips.’ Missing from his romantic 
description were the harsh realities of everyday plantation life, the 
severe punishments for dereliction of duties, branding, mutilation, 
stealing, arson, murder, rape, and division of families, including the 
sale of children. No discussion of plantation life can be complete 
without a discussion of these and similar matters. 


Some forty years ago, Kenneth M. Stampp succeeded in 
correcting earlier descriptions of plantation life such as those set 
forth by Phillips. He called slaves “a troublesome property” and 
reminded his readers of the unrest and unhappiness that were all too 
prevalent even among the most passive slaves. In turn, they 
retaliated against unreasonable demands by refusing to obey or 
even running away. 

The revisionist trend was not altogether in one direction. In 1959, 
the psychological model presented by Stanley Elkins in Slavery: A 


Problem in American Institutional and Intellectual Life portrayed 
slaves as not unlike Jewish inmates in concentration camps during 
World War Il. In order to survive they developed childlike, loyal, and 
docile dispositions. Eugene Genovese, among others, found Elkins’s 
model disturbing. He noted that “we must recognize that all 
psychological models may only be used suggestively for flashes of 
insight or as aids in forming hypotheses and they cannot substitute 
for empirical investigation.” George M. Fredrickson and Christopher 
Lasch added that the entire issue of slave resistance needed 
clarification. The problem was not whether plantation slaves were 
happy or discontent, or even that they failed to cooperate. Rather, 
they said, it was a question of whether or not they “actively resisted” 
their owners’ commands.’ 


Meanwhile, pursuing his own line of inquiry, Larry Gara looked at 
the myths surrounding the Underground Railroad. Although the 
Underground Railroad was a reality, Gara said, “much of the material 
relating to it belongs in the realm of folklore rather than history.” It 
was not, he asserted, a well-organized transportation system offering 
multitudes of slaves safe passage to the “Promised Land of 
freedom.” Indeed, most runaways remained in the South, few were 
aided by abolitionists or anyone else, and many fled with a sense of 
terrible urgency.* 


In the decades that followed, a large number of books and 
articles about slavery appeared. During the 1970s most of the 
literature focused on black culture and black consciousness and on 
slave communities and slave family life. Some of these authors 
argued that the emergence of a unique African American culture— 
extended kinship systems, folk tales, spirituals, Afro-Christianity— 
was an important vehicle for resisting slavery. Only a few of them 
discussed the importance of runaways. John Blassingame, for 
example, dedicated a chapter in his seminal study The Slave 
Community to rebels and runaways, and Gerald W. Mullin broke new 


ground in Flight and Rebellion with an imaginative use of runaway 
advertisements.° 


Despite the large number of books and articles touching on the 
subject, there is still no full-length study of runaway slaves. In fact, 
much of the scholarship about slave resistance continues to be 
dominated by the conceptual framework and the focus presented by 
Herbert Aptheker more than a half-century ago: “The Machinery of 
Control,” “Early Plots and Rebellions,” “The Turner Cataclysm and 
Some Repercussions,” and “The Civil War Years.” Perhaps no book 
has “exercised such dominion over a subject of prime importance,” 
Genovese writes, as American Negro Slave Revolts. Peter Kolchin 
recently observed, however, that Aptheker probably exaggerated the 
extent of slave unrest. He lamented that there is still no adequate 
study of slave resistance or slave flight.® 


We have undertaken an extensive examination of “slave flight” 
between 1790 and 1860. It reveals, among other things, some 
problems of management of the South’s “peculiar institution.” It 
shows how a significant number of slaves challenged the system 
and how the great majority of them struggled to attain their freedom 
even if they failed. The price they paid for their unwillingness to 
submit was obviously enormous. This study reveals how slave 
owners marshaled considerable effort to prevent the practice of 
running away, meted out punishments to slaves who disregarded the 
rules, and established laws and patrols to control the movement of 
slaves. It also exposes the violence and cruelty that were inherent in 
the slave system. Indeed, it shows, perhaps better than any other 
approach, how slaves resisted with various forms of violence and 
how slave owners responded, at times brutally, to demonstrate their 
authority over their human chattel. 

Even today important aspects of the history of slavery remain 
shrouded in myth and legend. Many people still believe that slaves 
were generally content, that racial violence on the plantation was an 


aberration, and that the few who ran away struck out for the 
Promised Land in the North or Canada. We have carefully 
scrutinized those who challenged the system; when, where, and how 
they ran away; how long they remained out; how they survived away 
from the plantation; and how and when they were brought back and 
punished. We examine the motives of absentees, or those who left 
the farm or plantation for a few days or weeks; the incentives of 
outlyers, or those who hid out in the woods for months, sometimes 
years; and the activities of maroons, who established camps in 
remote swamps and bayous. We also examine how “term slaves,” or 
those to be emancipated at a future date, responded to their status 
and how free blacks assisted their brethren and on occasion 
themselves became runaways. 


Of equal importance, we seek to analyze the motives and 
responses of the slaveholding class and other whites. How did 
owners react to such intransigence in their midst? How did they 
attempt to halt the flow of runaways? What laws did they seek to 
enact? What punishments did they administer? How successfully did 
they curtail such dissidence? Indeed, it is less important to discover 
what happened to individual slaves than to understand the 
relationship between the owners and the runaways who challenged 
the system, a relationship that reveals perhaps as well as any 
perspective the true nature of the South’s peculiar institution. 
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1 
Dissidents in the Conscript Army 


On 17 AucusT 1840, the day of a great Whig political convention in 
Nashville, Tennessee, Jake, a slave owned by an old and respected 
farmer, Robert Bradford, refused to go to work. Like other blacks in 
the neighborhood, he wanted to go to the convention, listen to the 
speeches, and attend the celebrations. The overseer informed 
Bradford that Jake was “in an ugly mood” and asked him what to do. 
Bradford said he would speak with Jake and see if he could calm 
him down. Bradford was unable to placate the black man and 
ordered his overseer to tie him up for a whipping. Jake quickly drew 
a knife. “Whether he aimed to cut the rope or the Overseer no one 
knew,” a Nashville slave recalled, “but he made a wild thrust which 
killed Mr. Bradford on the spot.” 


Jake absconded into the woods. Nine days later a notice 
appeared in the Nashville Whig: a thirty-year-old slave named Jake, 
a raw-boned, quick-spoken man of “bright complexion,” weighing 
about 160 or 170 pounds, had murdered old man Bradford. When he 
escaped he was dressed in white homespun “linsey pantaloons, and 
roundabouts.” A short time later, Governor James K. Polk offered a 
reward for the slave’s apprehension. Despite concerted efforts by 
constables, justices of the peace, and local citizens, Jake remained 
at large for a number of months. Finally, however, he was captured, 
tried, convicted, and hanged. Few lamented his passing, but the 
death of the esteemed Bradford was universally mourned by whites 
in the community. 


Murders such as the one on the Bradford farm in 1840 were rare 
under the slave regime, but the incident revealed undercurrents that 
were quite common. Like Jake, other slaves were frustrated, 
alienated, defiant, sometimes violent; indeed, Jake’s anger and 
hostility represented a far greater proportion of the slave population 
than might be suspected. Echoing the words of others, one Maryland 
slave master described his female slave as “turbulent, disobedient 
and impudent beyond endurance,” and worse, when excited by 
passion “is perfectly deranged.”? 

To examine the discontent of enslaved and illiterate people is not 
without its hazards, not the least of which is that the most reliable 
and objective sources—in our case county court records and 
newspaper advertisements—are nearly always written by whites. But 
careful use of this evidence and other sources reveals the depth of 
hostility many slaves felt toward their owners and overseers. 


The evidence shows that slaves engaged in a remarkable variety 
of acts to demonstrate their discontent. Many openly defied the 
system. Although historians have examined slave resistance from a 
number of vantage points—ranging from finding solace in a “black 
community” to outright revolt—the tensions, conflicts, and often 
violent confrontations between master and servant, or overseer and 
slave, have received less attention.* They, nevertheless, deserve 
close study if one is to understand fully the problem of managing 
slaves in a rural or urban setting. 


Day to Day Resistance 


Most of what historians have termed “day to day” resistance involved 
“crimes” against property. Slaves pulled down fences, sabotaged 
farm equipment, broke implements, damaged boats, vandalized 
wagons, ruined clothing, and committed various other destructive 
acts. They set fires to outbuildings, barns, and stables; mistreated 


horses, mules, cattle, and other livestock. They stole with impunity: 
sheep, hogs, cattle, poultry, money, watches, produce, liquor, 
tobacco, flour, cotton, indigo, corn, nearly anything that was not 
under lock and key—and they occasionally found the key. “He is a 
great old scamp,” a Kentucky man wrote a relative about an elderly 
slave. He “took many things that were left by you.” Viewing the 
master’s property as an extension of the master himself, the 
destructive impulses bordered at times on the sadistic. “I have had a 
very seveer time a mong my negros,” a cotton planter on Bayou 
Mason in Louisiana wrote in 1829; “they have bin Swinging my hogs 
and pigs.” He caught two of his slaves, Harry and Roberson, tying 
the rear legs of his pigs together, throwing the end of the rope over a 
tree, pulling the animals into the air, and swinging them as they 
squealed in pain. Two of the pigs, the owner lamented, were badly 
crippled.° 


Some blacks worked slowly, or indifferently, took unscheduled 
respites, performed careless or sloppy labor when planting, hoeing, 
and harvesting crops. Some chopped cotton so nonchalantly that 
they cut the young plants nearly into fodder, while others harvested 
rice or sugar with such indifference that they damaged the crop. 
Slaves feigned illness, hid in outbuildings, did not complete their 
assigned tasks, and balked at performing dangerous work. It was 
difficult to sneak off for an entire day, but on some plantations slaves 
did so. An eighteen-year-old Louisiana female slave managed to slip 
off and remain in the woods, at least until the overseer found her one 
morning lying on her stomach in some bushes at the bottom of a 
gully. The overseer got off his horse and, holding the reins with his 
left hand, struck her thirty or forty stripes across the shoulders. He 
continued to whip her until, groveling and screaming, she cried for 
mercy. “Oh, don't, sir! oh, please stop, master! please, sir!” The 
overseer eventually stopped. “She meant to cheat me out of a day’s 
work—and she has done it, too,” the overseer complained; “Oh, you 
have no idea how lazy these niggers are.” They would not work at 


all, he believed, if it were not for the whipping they would receive if 
they refused.® 


Other slaves turned to whiskey or other “ardent spirits” as an 
expression of their frustration. The number of blacks who drank 
regularly will never be known, but the comments of planters and 
complaints of whites who sought to curb the illicit traffic of whiskey, 
rum, beer, wine, and other spirits indicate that alcohol was more 
available than is generally believed. In towns and cities, grog shops 
and grocery stores catered to slaves, while planters and farmers 
found it nearly impossible to keep whiskey out of the quarters. Since 
selling spirits to blacks was illegal without the master’s permission, 
the numerous prosecutions of whites who engaged in the practice 
reveal a good deal about the drinking habits of the slave population. 


In Charleston in the mid-1830s, a resident noticed five black men 
walking down Market Street suddenly dart into a shed, followed by a 
white man carrying a decanter. When the door was forced open by 
authorities, they found three of them sitting at a table, with whiskey in 
some tumblers, and the decanter nearly empty. Such a scene was 
repeated often in Baltimore, Richmond, New Orleans, and other 
cities. It was also repeated in the quarters, as overseers and slave 
owners complained about black people who consumed illicit 
whiskey, drank to excess, were in the “habit of getting drunk,” or 
suffered from the “vice of intemperance.” By the time he was in his 
mid-forties, Tennessee slave Big Ike had threatened several times 
that he would run away. The manager of the plantation said that Ike 
was in the “habit of getting drunk & has become so addicted to 
drinking to excess” that he would undoubtedly make good on his 
promise to run away.’ 


The frequency of these acts—whether sabotage, carelessness, 
theft, or drinking—varied from plantation to plantation, region to 
region, depending on the responses of masters, proximity to towns 
and cities, interaction with free blacks, and control by overseers and 


owners. There is little doubt, however, that such expressions of 
displeasure were widespread. 


Hired Slave Dissatisfaction 


Although hired slaves sometimes did careless work, they could 
express their dissatisfaction in many other ways. Stretching back to 
the years before the American Revolution, the practice of renting out 
black workers was widespread in the South. As time passed, the 
practice grew even more, and by the nineteenth century a significant 
portion of the slave labor force was hired out at one time or another 
during the year. In rural areas, planters and farmers hired extra 
hands for harvesting the crops and sent their skilled artisans to work 
for neighbors who needed carpenters, coopers, or mechanics. In 
towns and cities or in the South’s growing industries—hemp, textiles, 
tobacco, iron—a large proportion of the workforce was hired. In 
antebellum Richmond, Virginia, with its demands for road workers, 
tobacco hands, and laborers, nearly two-thirds of the slave labor 
force was hired. On the eve of the Civil War, according to one 
estimate, 6 percent of rural and 31 percent of urban slaves were 
hired.® 


Slaves generally responded in a positive manner to being hired 
out by their owners. They could travel from one place to another, live 
more independently, perhaps earn a small amount of cash for extra 
work. At the same time, it also usually meant leaving their families 
behind for up to a year (the traditional hiring period), adjusting to a 
difficult, sometimes dangerous work routine, and dealing with 
employers who were at times harsh and ruthless. As a result, most 
slaves felt they should take part in decisions about how, when, and 
to whom they were to be hired. They wanted to know about their new 
employers, travel distances, work routine, days off, 
accommodations, clothing, wages, family visitations. When masters 


failed to accommodate them or when hirelings became dissatisfied 
with employers, conflicts arose. 


The problem for slave owners was that the most talented, skilled, 
and proficient slaves—those who could be most easily hired at the 
best wages—were also the most self-confident and independent. Up 
to a point, both slave and master benefited if a slave took charge, 
demonstrated know-how, showed initiative, and worked without 
supervision. The difficulty occurred when slaves, at least in the 
minds of owners or employers, crossed the line. “My man Hansel 
and Mr. Brister it appears has fallen out,” a slave owner in 
Southampton County, Virginia, wrote in 1832, a year after the Nat 
Turner uprising. “[W]ill you be good enough to go with Hansel home, 
and have the matter investigated, and if you think from all the 
circumstances that he ought to be corrected | am willing it should be 
done.” But Hansel had already left, simply walked away, ironically 
not because of any disagreement with his employer, James Brister, 
a farmer near Jerusalem, but because of a conflict with one of 
Brister’s slaves, “old Charlotte.” The reason for his departure, 
however, was less important than the comments of an observer 
concerning Hansel: he was “permitted to do almost as he pleased,” 
while what he needed was “a good whipping.” Indeed, “the Negro 
acted more like his Master than otherwise.” 


Some hired slaves failed to show up at an employer's business or 
plantation, avoided work when they got there, left without 
permission, kept a portion of their wages, visited families and friends 
without permission, and demanded concessions. “I have a boy in my 
employ called Jim Archer,” a Vicksburg, Mississippi, man wrote in 
1843; “Jim does not want to be under anyones control and says Mr. 
Brown has no claim on him and he wants to go home this summer.” 
The teenage slave Ephraim seemed to care little that he had been 
purchased for the express purpose of providing an income for the 
widow Ruth Riley in her old age. Taken to the hamlet of Anderson, 


South Carolina, Ephraim refused to be hired to certain employers 
and, when hired out, would wander off and not return. Because of 
her “extreme old age,” the widow explained, she was “unable to 
govern, or dispose of the said negro advantageously.” In a similar 
case, a white widow sought to provide for herself and her three 
children by hiring out a slave given her in trust by her deceased 
father. The hired slave, named Feriley, however, kept most of the 
earnings that were supposed to go into the trust. The funds from the 
slave's hire were “very inadequate,” the owner noted; her trustee 
failed to devote “prudent and proper attention, care and 
management’ to Feriley, and the slave had become very willful and 
self-sufficient. 1 


Masters who failed to exert “prudent and proper attention” often 
ran into trouble with hired slaves. The hired South Carolina slave 
Charles, a blacksmith by trade, was proud of the fact that there was 
“no white man around him.” When his owner announced he was 
moving to Mississippi, Charles refused to accompany him unless the 
master agreed to take his wife. At different times, he shoved one 
white man to the ground, threatened another, and told a third that 
“no white man ever had or ever would master him.” When the 
owner's overseer attempted to whip him, he took the whip away and 
“struck him, and went on his way.” Even when the slave was 
subdued and flogged “it had no effect on him; he would curse his 
master as soon as taken down.” Apparently, Dudley, a hired field 
hand in Madison Parish, Louisiana, felt the same way. Ordered to 
work by an overseer, Dudley picked up his hoe and slashed the 
overseer in the face. Besides the “great physical suffering and loss 
of time occasioned by said act of said slave,” the overseer was 
“impaired” for life." 

For some hired slaves resistance was more devious. Following 
the death of her master, the twenty-six-year-old slave Ellen, who was 
described as “a good hand, and a very good looking negro,” was 


hired out to a family in Davidson County, Tennessee, by the minor 
heirs of her former owner. As a hireling, she cleaned, washed, made 
beds, folded linens, swept, and cooked. After being with the family a 
few months, “She gave my wife a roasted apple to eat,” George 
McMurry, the slave owner who had hired Ellen, explained. Upon 
cutting open the apple “to divide between my Children my wife 
discovered that there was something unusual placed upon the inside 
of it.” The “something unusual” was mercury, or quicksilver. Ellen 
had taken a knife, scraped mercury off the back side of a mirror, 
carefully poked a hole in the core of an apple, poured the mercury 
into the hole, and roasted the apple. '2 


Open Defiance 


If scholars have examined covert resistance to some extent, they 
have devoted less attention to open individual defiance. In fact, 
slavery by its very nature created a milieu for interracial conflict. 
Slaves on occasion refused to work, demanded concessions, 
rejected orders, threatened whites, and sometimes reacted with 
violence. Verbal and physical confrontations occurred regularly, 
without regard to time and place. Indeed, despite severe 
punishments, or perhaps because of them, these challenges to white 
authority remained as much a part of the peculiar institution as the 
ubiquitous slave trader. 


Slaves responded in such a manner when they were chastised 
and punished, witnessed the harsh treatment of loved ones, or 
became frustrated by their condition. They reacted to being traded or 
sold or to having family members traded or sold. The master of 
Allen, a South Carolina slave, noted the change in the black man’s 
behavior after he had been sent to another member of the same 
slave-owning family in a trust estate. He became, in the words of his 
new owner, “unfaithful, unreliable, and vicious.” Some slaves 


responded to new conditions by refusing to obey orders, threatening 
fellow blacks or overseers, or striking out against white authority. 
They became, owners observed, disobedient, troublesome, 
fractious, and violent. “I have caught him stealing meat soap and 
other things from my locked houses,” a Maryland master said of a 
slave named Barton; he had also caught Barton robbing the 
henhouses. For three or four years, Barton had been “very insolent 
to me personally using threats.” When called up “in a proper manner” 
by a white man, the slave became “very insolent” and attacked him 
with an axe “evidently with the intent of Killing him.” The man fired at 
the slave and grazed his neck with a ball. “He is a vindictive bad 
boy,” the owner confessed, “and | do not feel safe with him about 
me.”13 


Open defiance was not uncommon. In fact, in most sections of 
the South, some slaves were known by residents in the area as 
“vicious and violent.” Burton Conner, a Kent County, Delaware, 
slaveholder, described his slave Caleb as “much addicted to stealing 
& has sustained an extremely bad character in your petitioner[’]s 
family and throughout the neighbourhood.” Caleb had committed 
numerous depredations, had a violent disposition, and had run away 
on a previous occasion for a period of eighteen months. Conner’s 
neighbors signed a petition to have the slave sent out of the state, 
asserting that he was a “common plunderer and a dangerous man.” 
The same phrase could be applied to the Charleston, South 
Carolina, slave Davy, who in 1800 suddenly rose up against his 
owner and his owner's wife. In the struggle that ensued, Davy killed 
them both. He then robbed the storehouse and set out across the 
countryside. 14 


Similarly, Big Sandy, owned by Robert Davis of Baton Rouge, 
Louisiana, was well known for his contempt of white authority. At six 
feet and 175 pounds, he was described as a “large raw boned 
negro,” a man of unusual strength, and even at age about fifty, he 


was given a wide berth by most whites. When in 1856 an overseer 
on a plantation in West Feliciana ordered him to put down his hoe to 
be corrected “for some misdemeanor,” Sandy said that he “would not 
put his hoe down, that no white man should whip him, that he would 
die first.” The overseer drew a pistol, but Sandy refused to submit, 
declaring that he feared neither the white man nor his pistol.'® 


Such confrontations were not confined to farms and plantations. 
Slaves encountered whites in a variety of settings—on streets, 
sidewalks, steamboats, trains, country roads—where words might be 
exchanged and slaves might offer resistance. Such was the case on 
the back road leading from Centreville to Maplesville, Alabama, in 
1834, when John Richardson, a white man, met a slave named Sam, 
owned by Jason Pool, and the two men argued. The exact sequence 
of events was not reported, but the bondsman grabbed the white 
man’s knife and “with great force & violence wickedly willfully and 
maliciously assaulted & struck the Said John Richardson a great 
many violent strokes & blows on the head neck Shoulders arms 
breast hips thighs & leggs.” Such attacks and other violent acts 
prompted a group of western Tennessee slave owners to admit that 
“Slaves who are dissatisfied frequently commit capital offenses.” 


Neither age nor gender was a determining factor in predicting 
who might resist in such a manner. One elderly slave married couple 
threatened to harm their owner if he did not desist in ordering them 
about. The master, an older man himself, sent the two to live with his 
son-in-law on a plantation in an adjacent county, but apparently the 
new master also had difficulty controlling the slaves. They remained 
with him less than a year before running away and returning to their 
original master. At the other end of the age spectrum were two 
Maryland slaves—twelve-year-old Sarah of St. Mary’s County, and 
fifteen-year-old Henny of Baltimore—who were “so bad & 
unmanageable,” so “notoriously vicious and turbulent,” that it 
seemed impossible to reform their behavior, '” 


Black women had a unique perspective on what was tolerable, 
especially when it came to protecting their children. In such cases, 
they were likely to refuse to do certain jobs, disobey orders, speak 
out, or react violently. Even though Elizabeth had “grown up” in a 
South Carolina slaveholding family, they could not “train her up to be 
useful” as a handmaiden to a white teenager. She had two children 
of her own, she asserted, and would not act in such a capacity. 
Another South Carolina slave was ordered in a deed of trust to care 
for a young white girl “of a weak and sickly constitution, an 
unfortunate cripple, incapable of assisting herself, and requiring 
constant care, and the best attention.” The woman refused to care 
for the sickly white girl since it would interfere with her caring for her 
own son. In other instances, slave women responded after being 
transferred to a new owner. When Maria and her two children were 
transferred to a South Carolina tailor as part of a trust estate, the 
slave became intractable and disobedient and on one occasion 
Maria slapped the tailor’s wife. In Frederick County, Maryland, one 
slaveholding man described his female slave Matilda as malevolent, 
a woman who had on several occasions attacked both him and his 
wife, “striking and otherwise acting in a vicious and turbulent 
manner.”'® 


Even slaves who were thought to be mild mannered and obedient 
sometimes reached a breaking point. Having never reacted violently, 
the house servant of a Louisiana woman “returned the blow” as she 
was being physically chastised by her owner, threw her mistress to 
the ground, and “beat her unmercifully, on the head and face.” The 
white woman’s face swelled up and turned black. “I could not have 
known her, by seeing her,” a visitor at the plantation said a few 
weeks later, “poor little woman is confined to her bed yet” and 
remains “dangerously ill.”19 The slaves who resisted in such a 
manner lived on small farms and large plantations, in towns and 
cities, in the Lower and Upper South; they included field hands, 


skilled artisans, house servants, and hirees; they were men, women, 
boys, girls, and the very old. 


Slaves and Overseers 


Slaves often bore particular resentment toward overseers. After all, 
overseers were white but had done little with their position of 
advantage and were as subject to the owners’ whims as were the 
slaves themselves. Slaves resented being chided, scolded, 
chastised, punished, and whipped; they disliked being supervised 
during their work day by young, inexperienced white men who 
moved to the next plantation within a few months or years; they 
bitterly resented threats against their families if certain work was not 
completed satisfactorily within a certain period of time.2° 


On some plantations, slaves attempted to undermine the 
overseer’s authority in subtle and surreptitious ways, while on others 
they criticized him openly, complaining to the owner about harsh or 
unfair treatment. At times, the tensions between slaves and 
overseers or between slaves, drivers, and overseers erupted into 
verbal and physical confrontations. On some plantations, such 
clashes occurred so often that it was difficult for overseers to inflict 
punishments for every incident; on other estates, interracial disputes 
occurred less frequently, but punishments were systematic and 
severe. 

On a few plantations, overseers were even afraid to chastise 
slaves. One of the approximately thirty slaves owned by the children 
of a Middle Tennessee planter who died in 1851, Jim worked as a 
field hand on a 400-acre tract of the family property. During the 
1850s, the widow hired a new overseer every one or two years. 
Each of them experienced difficulty with Jim, who sneaked out at 
night, broke into neighbors’ homes, and stole various items. But it 
was more than the thievery that concerned the overseers. “I know 


the boy Jim and have known him since he was a child,” Archibald J. 
Strickland, a fifty-seven-year-old overseer who spent most of his life 
in the profession, said in 1860. Jim was about twenty-five years old, 
large, strong, healthy, and weighed between 160 or 175 pounds. His 
disposition was “very bad, he is very difficult to control, and is 
disposed to & does resist those who control him, and it is dangerous 
to attempt to correct or chastise him, without being prepared with 
weapons to subdue him.” Jim had a violent temper, and an overseer 
ran the risk, “in every difficulty with him, either of being killed by him, 
or of being compelled to kill him, or inflict upon him great personal 
injury in self-defense.” Nor was Strickland the only overseer who had 
experienced difficulty in handling Jim who, a second white manager 
said, was violent, quarrelsome, aggressive, and “disposed to & does 
resist those who attempt to control him, and will fight with anything 
he can get.”2' 


In fact, many overseers were forced to deal with slaves who were 
quarrelsome, difficult to control, and disposed to resist. That 
boldness such as Jim’s persisted for so many years can only be 
explained by the fact that it was not especially unique. There were 
more than a few overseers—and masters as well—who feared a 
possible violent response by the slaves. Their anxiety was more than 
justified. When Phillip and James became dissatisfied with 
conditions on Chatham Plantation, Stafford County, Virginia, they 
assaulted William Fitzhugh’s overseer and attempted to escape. 
Phillip was shot by a member of a local militia, and James drowned 
attempting to swim the Rappahannock River. Local residents called 
the turmoil at Chatham an “insurrection.”22 


Although violent reactions against overseers occurred in every 
region of the South, they were particularly widespread in the Lower 
Mississippi River Valley. The endless toil of clearing land, planting 
grains, cotton, and sugar, coupled with the unhealthy climate and the 
stifling heat during the summer months, made life at best a 


continuous, grinding routine of work. During the harvest season on 
sugar plantations, slaves labored in gangs sixteen hours a day, 
cutting stalks, grinding, boiling, and manufacturing the final product. 
Nor were slaveholders in the region as likely as in the rice planting 
sections of South Carolina and Georgia to implement the task 
system. Not unlike the Caribbean, some masters believed it was 
more profitable to buy new slaves, work them incessantly, hoping 
they would survive five or six years and pay for themselves before 
they died. As a result, there were rumors that along the Red River, 
and other tributaries of the Mississippi, conditions were so bad that 
census takers were not permitted to count the inhabitants.2° 


Most slave owners in West Feliciana Parish, Louisiana, knew that 
the slaves on Charles Stewart’s Magnolia Plantation were 
“notoriously rebellious insubordinate & disorderly.” It would have 
been a difficult task under the best of circumstances for an overseer 
to manage the slave labor force, but the proprietor made it even 
worse by failing to support his overseers, who came and went almost 
every winter. One of them was Samuel Cowgill [also spelled Cowgill], 
who was hired as superintendent in March 1826 and dismissed in 
September of that same year. Determined to establish discipline, 
Cowgill believed that it was his “duty to himself & his Employer to 
inflict punishment.” This plan lasted less than two months when he 
chose the wrong slave to punish. Pompey picked up a plantation 
axe, swung it at Cowgill, slashed his wrist and made a “long & deep 
incision” cutting the tendons. Cowgill never regained the use of his 
hand, which, he later said, hung by his side in “a most awkward 
position.” 

Nonetheless, a month later, he again sought to perform his duty 
by correcting Cato, who, “armed with a long Knife & a club” sought to 
kill the overseer by making several passes at his body but in the end 
only cut the little finger off of his left hand. Indirectly, the plantation 
owner encouraged “overt refractory Conduct,” Cowgill charged, 


because the owner “actually accredits & listens to every idle tale, 
which said slaves may carry to him about the Overseer.”24 


On some plantations, conflicts between slaves and overseers 
created tumult in the quarters. In 1857, a Louisiana sugar planter 
employed an overseer and as part of the bargain promised to pay 
him extra if he brought along a slave family he owned. The overseer 
agreed, but when he took them to the plantation they refused to 
work. The defiance of the overseer’s slaves, one observer noted, 
caused great “disturbances among the negroes.” On the plantation 
of Mary Weeks in the sugar country of the Attakapas region, two 
slaves were shot “and dangerously wounded by the overseer.” 
Receiving word of the shootings, Weeks’s sister in West Feliciana 
Parish, Rachel O’Connor, lamented that one of the slaves was 
Harry, whom she had once owned. “I am afraid the overseer is to 
blame,” she said, “so many turn out bad.” The accusation, however, 
apparently did not take into account the fact that Harry had run away 
twice in two years, which perhaps complicated the relationship 
between Harry and the overseer.2° 


In an atmosphere of such animosity it was little wonder that “so 
many turn out bad.” Slaves confronted overseers with verbal 
assaults and physical force; they also attempted to intimidate their 
white managers. While such defiance was more common in some 
regions than in others, there were few plantations where slaves 
worked diligently and willingly under the direction of an experienced, 
discerning, and sagacious overseer. Far more common was an 
undercurrent of distrust, hostility, anger, confrontation, and periodic 
eruptions of violence. 


Conspiracies 


What slaves did and what they conspired to do, of course, were two 
different things. That whites became terrified at rumored 


conspiracies should not be cited as evidence that no such schemes 
existed. Indeed, some of their fears were fully justified. Several 
large-scale plots were uncovered before they could be implemented, 
including Gabriel’s in 1800 and Sancho’s in 1802, both in Virginia, 
and Denmark Vesey’s in South Carolina in 1822. Two slave revolts 
actually took place, one in Jefferson Parish, Louisiana Territory, in 
1811, and the other, the famous Nat Turner revolt in 1831.2° But 
each of these spawned other conspiracies, and there were a number 
of instances where slaves secretly planned, or at least discussed, 
violent retribution against their owners and other whites. 


In the same year as the Sancho conspiracy, for instance, fifteen 
or twenty slaves were arrested and jailed in Mecklenburg County, 
Virginia, following rumors that they were plotting to poison whites. 
Only two were found guilty: the “very artful” Frank, described as 
having a “vicious disposition” and being “proud & malignant, with 
great impudence” and Dick, who was under Frank’s influence. Eight 
years later, in Edgefield District, South Carolina, a slave was 
charged with having knowledge of a planned slave rebellion. Another 
South Carolina plot was discovered in 1829 on the testimony of a 
slave owned by Ann Paisley of Georgetown District. As the accused 
were being held under sentence of death, whites heard that a slave 
“Connected with the plot in Charleston in 1822” was planning to rally 
his brethren at the gallows on the day of the scheduled executions 
and rescue those condemned. As a consequence, between July 23, 
when the plot was uncovered, and November, the court ordered 
special guard units of ten men to watch over the town twenty-four 
hours a day.2’ 


Also in 1829, but not connected with the Vesey plot, was a 
scheme uncovered in West Feliciana Parish, Louisiana. During the 
Christmas holidays, slaves from several plantations living along 
Thompson’s Creek began to make plans for an insurrection. Before 
the design could be brought to fruition, however, a black woman who 


had overheard the plotting informed her master. The slave owners 
responded quickly, and according to a local planter, put a halt to the 
“wickedness by hanging two negroes.” A search was made for one 
or two white men who might have been involved, but by January 
1830 nothing had been proved. Two more slaves were later caught. 
They, too, would have been hanged “if justice had taken place,” a 
local man observed, but their owners “were rich, which proved 
excuse enough to save them.”28 


There is little doubt that some of the insurrection scares were the 
result of panic-stricken whites fearing the worst. Such was the case 
in October 1831, in the wake of the Nat Turner revolt, when a 
Louisiana white woman spread the word that “all the Negroes on 
little Robert Barrow’s plantation had armed themselves and claimed 
there [sic] liberty.” Upon hearing the news, one plantation mistress 
“instantly started screaming & crying as loud as she could” and the 
general of the local militia rode off to the plantation “where he found 
the overseer, and the negroes very busy gathering in the crop, as 
peaceable as lambs, and not one word of truth in the report.” An 
observer said that the slaves were all “shockingly frightened at the 
Patrols being ordered out.”29 


But there were probably as many actual plots as imagined plots. 
The uncovering of several conspiracies in the early 1840s was 
probably no mere coincidence. In 1840, Kentucky antislavery leader 
James G. Birney ran for president on the Liberty Party ticket. During 
the campaign, the debates about halting the expansion of slavery 
into the territories and the gradual abolition of slavery filtered into 
slave quarters. There was a remarkable communication network 
among slaves, and such debates may well have contributed directly 
to several conspiracies.°° 


“Since you left we have information that a number of Negros in 
the neighborhood of the Barrow settlement and Bayou Sarah [West 
Feliciana Parish] have been detected in a conspiracy and rebellion,” 


Moses Liddell, a Louisiana planter, wrote to a relative 21 July 1841. 
The relative, John Liddell, owned a plantation on Black River near 
Harrisonburg, Catahoula Parish, a safe distance away, but both 
planters were very much concerned about such news and how it 
might affect their slaves. About eighty had already been captured 
and jailed, and several white men had offered “confessions and 
disclosures.” The discovery was made in mid-July, but in all 
probability more conspirators would be exposed since, as Liddell 
wrote, “the second of August was the time appointed by them” to put 
their plan into operation.*' 


Standing near a slave cabin in 1841, a visitor at John D. 
Thomasson’s sugar plantation in West Baton Rouge Parish, 
Louisiana, accidentally overheard a conversation between a black 
man and woman. He was surprised when the woman asked the 
man, Harry, who was visiting from a neighboring plantatation, if he 
had “made use of the barrel of powder.” He replied that he had; she 
asked him how many musket balls he had made. He said that if 
Jerry, a slave, had made five the night before “there must be one 
hundred and fifty.” She asked where the powder and balls were 
hidden. The powder was “in the Sugar house under the cooler in the 
ground” and the balls were in Jerry’s cabin, hidden in the loft covered 
by corn, as well as in the sugarhouse. A noise prevented the listener 
from hearing whether or not the slaves had “a weapon,” presumably 
a musket or knives, but he did hear the end of the conversation:°2 


She asked him, “are your going to Kill every body?” 
And he answered “Yes.” 

She Said “it would be a pity to Kill the little children.” 
And he said “we will burn the roofs down on them.” 


If the chances of a white man’s eavesdropping outside a slave 
cabin and hearing a conversation about plans to burn down roofs 


over the heads of women and children seemed remote, perhaps 
even more farfetched was the possibility of black conspirators writing 
letters about a planned insurrection. Considering that only a small 
fraction of the slave population was literate, and writing down any 
plan was extremely dangerous, the letter written 6 October 1845 by 
an anonymous North Carolina slave was truly unique. Though at 
times difficult to decipher, the meaning was clear: 


we rite to you to let you know that we have concluded to wate till 
the night before the jeneral muster before we make the trial to get 
aur freedom. thar was a good manny black wons from rowan aver 
here last night evry thing is redy thar they ar all a gaing to meet 
Sailsbory and brake the jail apen the first thing they doo and take the 
pep! out and then come to river and gard the bride and all the ferreys 
they will shot evry man that wont go with them 


He said they would obtain guns, powder, and shot in Salisbury. He 
expected three hundred slaves to participate, the plotters having 
appointed unit captains. When they arrived in Lexington, they “must 
tye all the whites the first thing,” he instructed; “dont kill nun if you 
can help it.” He said that the slaves should be provided with liquor 
—“make all the men drunk an you can make em doo any thing’— 
and told his coconspirators to “be reddy by dark and we will com by 
midnight all the runnaway blacks jines us that night.” Meanwhile, he 
added gravely, “dont let a Single whit person see this or we will all 
get Killed the blacks is redy all over the cuntry.”?° 


While few slaves wrote out their plans, there were a number of 
other plots. “We had a small move towards an insurrection not long 
since but we stopped it instanter,” a Louisiana planter wrote in 1848, 
“no damage done.” In the same year, however, some damage was 
done when seventy-six slaves from the District of Columbia slipped 
on board the schooner Pearlin the early morning hours. They forced 


the three white seamen to cast off and, catching a good wind, sailed 
silently down the Potomac River toward the Chesapeake Bay. When 
it was discovered the following morning that the slaves were missing, 
a group of slave owners expressed fear that if the fugitives were 
overtaken they would offer a “desperate resistance,” but a large 
force of armed men on the steamboat Sa/em overtook the schooner 
and “succeeded in recapturing and securing” the slaves.*4 


In the fall of 1856, an insurrection panic swept across the South 
from Texas to Virginia. Many slave owners were certain that the 
rumors were true, and so, too, were political leaders. At John Bell’s 
ironworks along the Cumberland River in Tennessee, sixty-five 
slaves were arrested and nine executed. “Quite an excitement here 
at this time about the insurrection of the negroes,” a Virginia man 
wrote his brother a few days before Christmas. “It was to have taken 
place tomorrow night but | hope it has been timely arrested.” The 
scheme was known to slaves “all over the state,” he said, and 
Governor Henry Wise had sent cannon and ammunition to 
Alexandria “to quell the Negroes in that place.”°° 


The Price of Dissidence 


Neither the “trial to git aur freedom” outlined by the anonymous North 
Carolina slave in 1845 nor subsequent movements toward 
insurrection ever came to fruition. Even so, they were more than 
figments of any master’s imagination. There is little doubt that slaves 
conspired at various times to seek retribution against their owners 
and obtain their freedom. Some of the plans never went beyond a 
slave cabin or a small group of conspirators, while others were 
known about by tens and hundreds of possible recruits. A case in 
point is free black David Walker, a Boston resident formerly of North 
Carolina. His Appeal, in Four Articles in 1829 not only condemned 
slavery but urged on all people in bondage to rise up against their 


masters. Although the Appeal did not result in any known 
conspiracies, it caused fear and consternation throughout the South. 
In 1830, Walker died rather mysteriously, and some believed that he 
came to his end “otherwise than by the usual visitation of the 
providence of God.”36 


It was not known exactly how many slaves were influenced in 
1839 by Virginia slave Jarrett, who circulated a “certain writing 
denying the right of Masters to property in their slaves and 
inculcating the duty of resistance to such rights.” The Loudoun 
County Court believed his influence was significant. The five justices 
found Jarrett guilty and sentenced him to be “transported and Sold 
beyond the Limits of the United States.”°” 


Most plots and conspiracies were either discovered or collapsed 
in the early stages of planning. That only a few revolts came to 
fruition was not due to the “paternalistic” attitudes of masters who 
permitted slaves so much autonomy that few wanted to rebel. 
Rather, they found other means to demonstrate their dissatisfaction. 
That so many did individually or in small groups reflected their 
conviction that the chances of success were significantly greater 
than with large-scale resistance. 


Whether alone or with others, however, those who challenged the 
system paid a heavy price. The argument that slaves were not 
treated harshly because they were valuable property ignores the 
conviction among most slave owners and many other whites that 
severe chastisement would serve as a deterrent. Those who openly 
defied the owner, plantation manager, or overseer were usually dealt 
with quickly and ruthlessly. They were whipped, beaten, cropped, 
branded, and sometimes tortured. They were sold away from their 
families or watched as their children were turned over to slave 
traders. Those found guilty or sometimes merely accused of serious 
“crimes’—arson, assault, rape, attempted murder, conspiracy, 
poisoning—were banished or hanged.*® 


Typical responses of whites to some of the slave rebels were the 
following: 

“Harry & Roberson | caught,” a Louisiana owner wrote, “I stake 
Harry and gave him 175 lashes and Roberson 150.” 

Despite his “getting old,” and the master’s lament that he would 
bring only $850, Tennessee slave Big Ike was auctioned off to a 
slave trader for $1,110. 

The young South Carolina man Ephraim was sold. 

A receipt told of Davy’s fate: “To Materials viz. Wood, tar, post & 
chains &cet: furnished for the Execution of a Negro fellow named 
Davey found Guilty of & Sentenced to be burnt for Robbery & 
Murder.” 

The overseer on the Louisiana plantation where Big Sandy 
worked said: “I had him secured and flogged him.” 

The Alabama slave Sam was sentenced to be hanged. 

The man who administered the punishment on the South 
Carolina slave Elizabeth for refusing to serve a young white girl said 
he whipped her until she was in excruciating pain. 

Shortly after slapping her mistress’s face, South Carolina slave 
Maria was sold away from her children. The tailor used the money to 
purchase a new sewing machine.°2 
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2 
On the Run 


ALONG THE WESTERN Shore of Chesapeake Bay, the winter months of 
1831-32 were harsh. The ground froze early and remained frozen 
until early spring. Although plowing and planting were delayed, the 
slaves on Doughoregan Manor (the House of Kings) in Anne Arundel 
County, the favorite plantation of Charles Carroll of Carrollton, went 
about their other daily chores much as in previous years. The last to 
survive among the signers of the Declaration of Independence, 
Carroll was an immensely wealthy man, owning a number of 
plantations, residential and business properties in Baltimore and 
Annapolis, stock certificates in banks and incorporated companies, 
outstanding debts and claims, herds of livestock, and a great many 
slaves. Indeed, during the late winter and early spring, more than 
215 black men and women at the Manor were tending the horses, 
cattle, sheep, and hogs, mending fences, hauling rails, and making 
ready to plant wheat, rye, corn, and tobacco." 


Like other patriarchs of his generation, Carroll had struggled with 
the paradox of fighting for liberty with Great Britain while maintaining 
chattel slavery at home. And like many others, he considered himself 
a kind master who cared for “his people.” He believed “his people” 
were contented with their lot, and it was best for them to remain in 
bondage since few would be able to survive on their own. On his 
plantation most slaves lived as families, and nineteen were either 
extremely old (in their seventies and eighties) or crippled or suffered 


from other maladies. As listed in Carroll’s inventory, the nineteen 
were considered nearly worthless, appraised at one penny each. 


When Carroll died quietly on 14 November 1832 at age ninety- 
five, it seemed as if the transition from the old order to the new would 
be smooth. He had written a will, added codicils, and provided 
generously for his children, grandchildren, and their families. But ten 
days after his death, Charles Carroll of Homewood, an heir, arrived 
and demanded the keys to “the Pantry &c” as well as a listing of all 
the personal holdings and rental incomes. When the plantation 
manager, William Gibbons, who had been at the Manor for eleven 
years, refused, the younger Carroll ordered him off the property, 
threatening to use force if necessary.” 


The breakdown of order among the slaves following the 
departure of Gibbons was so rapid and widespread that even the 
most ardent abolitionist would have been astonished. The new 
supervisor quickly lost control of the situation. Negroes were 
“running at large,” “doing nothing,” or “getting drunk,” a tenant farmer 
living on the Manor observed; they refused to work, or just milled 
around. Some were lying out, others escaped altogether. Among the 
latter were Andrew and Moses, who told others that this was their 
chance to break for freedom. Few were willing to go to such an 
extreme, but one recruit, John, joined the two runaways. The three 
went to nearby Homewood Plantation, hid out in the slave quarters, 
and began to make plans for the future. 


In the midst of this turmoil, only a week and a half after younger 
Carroll had arrived, Gibbons was brought back and put in charge. 
Returning to the Manor, he was shocked by the disorder. The first 
order of business was to retrieve the runaways, and he immediately 
set out with his assistant to do so, traveling first to Baltimore, then to 
Homewood, where he found the three deserters. Andrew refused to 
be taken without a fight, and hit Gibbons’s assistant in the mouth 
with his fist before being subdued. He was put in jail. Moses and 


John promised to reform themselves if they were allowed to return, 
and Gibbons acquiesced. No sooner had they returned, however, 
than Moses again ran away, and this time he, too, was incarcerated. 
Andrew was “always refractory,” the manager said, and Moses was 
“very much of a desperado.” What was worse, they were obviously 
having “a very improper influence upon the rest of the men.” Andrew 
and Moses were sold at auction. After word of the sales spread 
through the quarters, Gibbons said, the “people have been in orderly 
conduct.”? 

That the system of bondage could disintegrate so rapidly reveals 
how fragile the institution was when management broke down even 
for a few days. As the legatees said, if the slaves were not put 
immediately under the supervision of “some responsible person” the 
estate would be “greatly wasted, injured and diminished in value, to 
the irreparable injury & loss of all who are interested.”* It was not as 
if there were no whites in charge or that Charles Carroll of 
Homewood was an inexperienced planter. Rather, the brief episode 
indicated one of the situations in which slaves might seek a taste of 
freedom. 


Death of the Master 


The death of an owner and the replacement of an overseer or 
plantation manager was only one condition that prompted slaves to 
run away. Others included a fear of being sold or transferred, 
dissatisfaction with a new master, unhappiness with persons 
appointed by the court (guardians, trustees, administrators) to direct 
their work routine, and ill-treatment.° Of course, slaves and owners 
differed as to what constituted ill-treatment, as did masters among 
themselves and slaves among themselves. For some it took an 
egregious breach, for others a mere argument. The catalog of other 
areas of conflict that might prompt slaves to go on the run seemed 


endless: work routine; food allotments; spousal visitations; clothing; 
housing; Sunday work; incentive payments; hiring arrangements; 
being sold, transferred, traded to another plantation; or having a 
family member sold, transferred, or traded. At times it seemed as if 
there were no specific cause other than it would be a good or 
opportune time to leave. To examine the motives of those who 
challenged the system does injustice to the complexities of the 
human experience. Yet, an analysis of the conditions and factors 
that caused slaves to go “on the run” is one of the best ways to 
comprehend the attitudes of slaves, as well as the cruel, often 
inhuman nature of the South’s peculiar institution. 


As was the case at Doughoregan Manor, a master’s death 
caused fear and apprehension in the slave quarters. Slave families 
were at the mercy of legatees or heirs, who might wish to transfer 
workers from one plantation to another, or creditors, who might 
merely want ready cash. Even among “benevolent” masters who left 
specific instructions concerning black families (most often defined in 
probate records as a mother and her children) slaves might find 
themselves in frightful circumstances. Sometimes their worst 
nightmares were realized when they were turned over to factors, 
commission merchants, or slave traders to be sold to the deep 
South. Also, before being sold or transferred, they were often hired 
out to produce income for the estate. For these reasons, slaves 
viewed the master’s passing with great anxiety, and some among 
them viewed it as a time to attempt an escape. 


“It is very likely that he will forge himself a free pass,” the 
administrator of Robert Hill’s estate in Buckingham County, Virginia, 
said in 1808 of Jack Going, a literate and privileged slave. Jack had 
stolen a saddle from his recently deceased owner’s barn and made 
off on a horse. He feared being sold or sent away to relatives of his 
late owner. The same anxiety could be seen in the actions of three 
North Carolina slaves who ran into a swamp when they learned that 


their master had died. As it happened, their premonition was correct. 
The husband of an Alabama woman who had inherited the three 
wrote in September 1822 that the three had not been received 
because of their “Desertion—on or about the 10th day of Feby 1821 
& had not yet bin Apprehended.” Because of the “Frequent Total 
Loss of Negroes in that Section of the Country by Desertion being 
Coverd with those Immence Swamps so camman thair,” the 
husband advised that the remaining slaves inherited by his wife be 
auctioned off as soon as possible. Otherwise, she would “Never 
reseave Any Benny fit from them.” Learning of the passing of their 
owner, two Florida slaves, John and Tom, responded in a similar 
fashion, but chose the woods rather than a swamp. Their worst fears 
proved to be correct. With creditors clamoring for payment, a county 
probate judge granted Harriet Long, the owner's wife and the 
administrator of his estate, permission to sell the two men “as soon 
as they can be caught.”© 


Those who absconded following their owners’ death often had 
the same motives as Jack Going, the three Negro men, or John and 
Tom. They feared a change in status, being sent away, or being 
sold. It was not a simple decision, however, since it often involved 
leaving loved ones who might not be able to accompany them or 
follow only with great difficulty. Sometimes slaves waited to see how 
things would turn out before making a determination. Such was the 
case for Sam, who had been with his master for seventeen years 
and had journeyed with him from Virginia to Kentucky in 1793. Sam’s 
family was never mentioned, but it was clear that his loved ones 
lived nearby. Following his owner's death, Sam was turned over (as 
directed in the owner’s last will and testament) to the husband of his 
deceased owner's sister and was to be hired out for the benefit of 
that family’s children. The next year, in 1810, Sam fled, left the state, 
and remained away for three years. Yearning for his own family, he 
reappeared in 1813, was arrested, returned to his new owner, and 
hired out as originally planned. When the last of the family’s children 


became an adult in 1818, Sam was sold to the slave brokerage firm 
of William H. Morton & Company for $650. A short time later, the 
company sold him to Levi Hart, who had many contacts in the New 
Orleans market.’ 


If Sam’s decision came only after months of deliberation, others 
responded quickly when opportunities presented themselves, taking 
advantage of a breakdown in discipline, failure of communication, or 
conflicts among whites at the time of the owner’s death. On large 
plantations, it took weeks, sometimes months, to complete a full 
inventory. While widows, overseers, and managers attempted to 
maintain control during this period, slaves could sometimes be 
absent for days before it was known. Indeed, those who disappeared 
during the mourning period usually achieved a good head start. The 
executor of Richard Benbury’s estate in North Carolina, for example, 
did not advertise one slave as a runaway for six months. He 
probably thought the man would return on his own, but it was also 
clear that the slave had been missing some time before it was 
discovered he was gone. When the administrator of Joseph 
Guthrow’s property finally arrived on the scene in Baltimore County, 
Maryland, in 1827 and completed an inventory of the holdings, he 
discovered that one of the female slaves was absent. After a diligent 
search, he learned that she had “absconded and run away.” She had 
too great a head start, he concluded, and should not be considered 
as part of the estate inventory except as a total loss.® 


Another slave “lost” to an estate was Clarissa, a Virginia woman 
owned by Henry Love, who during the mid-1820s moved with his 
bride to Nashville, Tennessee. Clarissa and eight other slaves were 
left behind with Love’s brother and sister until the newlyweds could 
get settled. When word came back that the master had suddenly and 
unexpectedly died, three slaves—Clarissa and Polly and her child— 
ran away. Love’s widow later complained that the brother “never took 
any measures to reduce said girl to his possession,” send anyone 


after her when he learned she had absconded, or advertised her as 
a runaway. As a consequence, Clarissa “is entirely lost.” Polly and 
her child, on the other hand, were captured, returned, and auctioned 
off for $450.9 


If the death of owners prompted slaves to run away, so, too, did 
their being turned over to slaveholders’ guardians. The lives of 
slaves changed dramatically when they came under the 
management of patrons who were responsible for generating an 
income for their slaveowning wards—children, insane, incapacitated 
adults, or women bound by a trust. Previously under the direct 
supervision of their owners, they were now turned over to plantation 
managers or hired out from year to year. The response to their new 
circumstance was rarely one of acquiescence and often included 
malingering, hiding wages, refusing to hire, rejecting certain 
employers, truancy, or running away. The actions of forty-three-year- 
old Louisville slave Joshua, hired out to provide an income for an 
orphan, were not unusual. He “frequently absents himself,” the 
guardian wrote, “staying away a long time.” The income he produced 
was negligible, and at that very moment, the guardian believed, he 
was devising a plan to “runaway to a free state.”'° 


Other slaves under the management of guardians proved to be 
no less diligent in their search for opportunities to stay away for “a 
long time.” Eighteen-year-old Henry was in the habit of absconding 
from his employers and was “very disobedient.” Others hired out by 
guardians were described as incorrigible, difficult to manage, 
obstreperous, and willing to go on the run. Isaac had “got into the 
habit of running away & lying out, and also committing crimes and 
misdemeanors in the neighbourhood,” a group of trustees for a 
woman in Cheraw District, South Carolina, said. He became so 
difficult to control that it was “necessary to Keep him confined in 
Jail.” This not only reduced his value, the trustees asserted, but 
operated injuriously on other slaves. Among those recently turned 


over to his charge, one guardian lamented in 1848, a young male 
had already escaped, fleeing to another state, where he was “not 
likely to be regained.”" 


Thus, slaves under the supervision of guardians tested the limits 
of white control. If the hiring process loosened the bonds between 
master and slave, hiring by guardians—with their varied interests, 
business activities, slaves of their own, and other concerns— 
loosened them even more. This was especially true when sizable 
groups of them were hired out to different employers by a single 
guardian. The difficulties of hiring out many slaves, guardians 
complained, created numerous problems of control. 1? 


But even those who remained on the same farm or plantation 
tested the authority and resolve of guardians who resided a distance 
from their wards. When widower Noland M. Luckett, a Texas planter, 
died in the mid-1850s, a relative living in Travis County (Austin) took 
over the guardianship of Luckett’s two minor children. The estate 
included a 1,665-acre farm in Williamson County, Texas, as well as 
landholdings in Mississippi and Louisiana. There were eleven slaves. 
With land, money, and blacks worth an estimated $18,800, the 
guardian anticipated little trouble providing for the children. But his 
reports to the court noted otherwise. Only a few of the slaves were of 
hiring age; among them, the most highly valued was Margaret, in her 
twenties, having a projected income of $150 a year. It was very 
difficult to hire Margaret at a profit. Even when she was left on the 
farm, she proved to be very troublesome, the guardian lamented, 
and was “in the habit of frequently running away.” On one occasion 
she remained out five and a half months. She made it to Fayette 
County, sixty miles down the Colorado River from Williamson 
County, before being arrested and jailed. In all, it was nearly 
impossible to provide an adequate income for the children, the 
guardian complained, with Margaret as the most “valuable” slave. ' 


Lastly, although rare, some slaves slipped through the cracks in 
the system after an owner's death. They did not exactly run away, 
but left the premises and assumed a new identity as a hired slave or 
free person of color, sometimes in the same neighborhood or county. 
This most often occurred in urban areas, but it was not completely 
unknown in the countryside. One remarkable case involved the Bibb 
County, Alabama, slave Dick, who on the death of his master in 
1850 or 1851 went out on his own without free papers or having 
been emancipated. Dick hired himself out as a ditcher, then opened 
a shoe shop in Maplesville in 1855, and later a candy-cheese- 
tobacco shop. He hired four whites and two blacks to work in his 
shoe shop and bought two “negro boys named Washington & 
Turner.” One witness said that Dick “hired himself out made his own 
contracts collected the Money earned by his labor bought & Sold 
horses and traded & acted generally as a free man.”14 


The events surrounding the death of a master—the transfer or 
sale of slaves, disputes among legatees, appointment of guardians, 
hiring out of estate slaves—not only created anxiety and concern 
among bondsmen and women but sometimes provided opportunities 
for escape. Some feared being sold to distant lands or being turned 
over to a slave trader, others were apprehensive about losing their 
privileged positions, and not a few simply saw it as a good time to 
run. In any event, that blacks would choose a grieving period to 
break their ties with the master class suggests a combination of 
hostility and opportunism. 


The Plantation Household 


Besides an owner's death, other circumstances exposed fear and 
apprehension among the slaves. They watched, listened, and 
waited, and in the tiny world of the farm or plantation, they quickly 
learned about difficulties within slaveholding families. They knew 


when masters drank to excess, experienced health problems, 
encountered family and marital difficulties, or faced financial woes. 
They witnessed or learned about the arguments, hostilities, 
jealousies, and hatreds among family members, the violence of 
husbands against wives, and the excessive attention of some 
masters to their female slaves. When these problems, conflicts, and 
involvements impaired the ability of the masters to manage their 
slaves, when they became careless or lackadaisical or preoccupied, 
slaves then exploited the situation. In not a few instances, they 
responded by lying out or running away. 1° 


The amount of alcohol consumed by slave-owning southerners 
was substantial. Whiskey could be purchased for small amounts or 
easily acquired through trade or barter. It was an unusual farmer or 
planter who did not have a few gallons on hand, and often it was a 
few barrels. Indeed, there were probably few communities in the 
South that did not have slave owners similar to John Farney, a 
farmer in Maury County, Tennessee. Farney’s wife realized that her 
husband had a drinking problem, and she kept the six slaves given 
her by her father in a separate trust for the benefit of the children. 
Following her death, however, Farney became “excessively 
dissipated & otherwise irregular & immoral in his habits” and “very 
much embarrassed’ financially. In 1834, he threatened to move to 
the Indian nation and take his children’s slaves with him, but before 
he could set out, one of the slaves, a mulatto man named John, ran 
“& has not since been heard from.” The other five slaves, the 
children’s grandmother added, were at that very moment planning 
their escape.'© 


If excessive drinking gave slaves opportunities to abscond, so, 
too, might a master’s mental or emotional problems. The North 
Carolina slave Jack knew from boyhood that his owner, Hugh Lamb, 
had exhibited strange behavior. The master’s problems grew 
progressively worse after his wife gave birth to a “colored child.” In 


1832, at age fifteen, Jack attempted his first escape. He was caught 
and punished, but later, although his owner, described as a man of 
“weak intellect,” was taken in by various relatives, Jack became a 
“runaway nearly all the time.” The guardian of a South Carolina 
woman explained in 1849 that the woman’s hired slave, George, was 
a great thief and runaway. Indeed, despite the utmost vigilance to 
control him, there was a real danger of losing the “value of the slave 
to the Estate” as a result of the slave’s “criminal habits & 
dispositions.” Part of the reason for these “dispositions,” the guardian 
said, was that George’s owner was completely insane. Also of 
“unsound mind—incapable of protecting her person and managing 
her property” was Maryland widow Catherine Bate, who owned forty- 
three slaves. Despite the appointment of her son John as a trustee, 
some of the slaves ran away. By the time members of the family 
moved to Kentucky, little remained of her once sizable estate.” 


The problems resulting from interracial sexual liaisons also 
prompted slaves to run away. Slaveholding wives could be vicious 
toward black women they suspected of having relationships with 
their husbands. In the case of Dinah, however, an Alabama woman 
described as “yellowish” and about twenty-five, the white husband 
caused her flight. Dinah had been given by the father of a bride to 
his daughter as a wedding gift; when the newly wedded woman gave 
birth to a mulatto child six months later, the husband sent her back to 
her father but kept the slave. Dinah fled, fearing not only for herself 
but for her husband, who, as it turned out, was the father of the white 
woman’s baby.18 


While the scenario of Dinah and her husband and the white 
newlyweds in Alabama was not repeated often, marital conflicts 
within slaveholding families were anything but unique. The bitter and 
at times acrimonious and violent confrontations between plantation 
masters and mistresses—seldom mentioned in the literature on 
slavery—occurred frequently. Planters and their wives argued and 


fought about children, money, travel, friends, social events, and 
slaves. As a Greene County, Georgia, woman said about her 
slaveholding husband who was living with one of his slaves: he 
treated her “in the most cruel & unhuman manner and hath 
frequently beaten & whipt your petitioner and countenanced & 
permited the aforesaid Negro woman Slave to beat & whip” her. He 
drove the wife from their home without means of subsistence to 
depend “upon the liberality or charity of her friends & 
acquaintances.”'? 


Such turmoil and violence in the master’s household at times 
prompted slaves to run away. Some fled to protect themselves from 
the unwanted advances of white men. Others left because they 
feared some sort of retaliation. Still others absconded because their 
masters became preoccupied with personal matters. One of the best 
examples of this was Stephen L. Lee, a small planter who owned 
twenty-four slaves on the South River in Anne Arundel County, 
Maryland. Married for twenty-six years and the father of five children, 
Lee learned in 1859 from some of his slaves that his wife was having 
an affair with a young schoolteacher. For the next two years, Lee 
became obsessed with his wife’s adultery. He spied on her, followed 
her on trips, employed a private investigator to track her movements, 
and uncovered a letter “disgustingly lustful and Sensual such as 
none but an adulterer could write to an adulteress.” Meanwhile, his 
slaves observed their master’s fixation, his extended absences, and 
his feelings of “dishonor and degradation.” In the midst of his 
anguish, during the summer of 1860, a United States census taker 
arrived at the plantation on the South River. He discovered that six of 
Lee’s twenty-four slaves were fugitives from the state, ranging in age 
from twenty to two years.2° 


Opportunity 


Other opportunities also led slaves to run away. Among the most 
prominent was the accident of location. Slaves who lived in close 
proximity to free territory—near the Pennsylvania line, along the 
Ohio River, in the west or near the Indian nations, on the border with 
Florida, or in southern Texas—frequently tempted fate by striking out 
for freedom. The lure of possible assistance a short distance away 
created a heavy traffic of runaways in Frederick, Carroll, 
Washington, and Baltimore counties in Maryland, in western Virginia 
and northeastern Kentucky, in southern Georgia prior to Florida’s 
statehood, and in the southern sections of Texas. In 1854, the 
organization of slaveholders to halt runaways in Seguin, San 
Marcos, Yorks Creek, Geronimo, along the Guadalupe River, and at 
various other points in southern Texas did little good. “The number of 
negroes in the city and indeed in all this part of the state is 
comparatively small,” an observer wrote from San Antonio in 1855. 
“They cannot be Kept here without great risk to their running away.” 
The country south of the city was open and flat and uninhabited, the 
Mexican border was not far away, and there were “always Mexicans 
who are ready and willing to help the slaves off.” Such slaves always 
succeeded in escaping." 


Slaves who lived in border areas or were hired to travel in those 
areas, especially along the Upper Mississippi and Ohio rivers, had 
opportunities not available to others. Hired out by English-born 
merchant Thomas Durnford in New Orleans in 1816, the slave Jack 
went on board a barge bound for Louisville, Kentucky. Jack was one 
of five black persons (including a free man named Albert) hired by 
Durnford to make the northward journey under the supervision of 
barge captain Gilbert Morris. Jack remained aboard the barge as it 
stopped in Kentucky and continued up the Ohio River, berthing in 
Cincinnati. Once on free soil, Jack bolted for freedom. It took 
considerable time and no small expense, but Morris finally retrieved 
the runaway. Returning to the Crescent City, he angrily asked 
Durnford why he had not informed him about Jack, who was “in the 


habit of running away” and had run away on so many previous 
occasions.22 


By the antebellum period, with attempts such as Jack’s so 
frequent, it became customary for steamboat captains to deposit 
hired slaves—those who worked as servants, waiters, barkeepers, 
cooks, deckhands, woodcutters—in a slave state for safekeeping 
before proceeding, unless they could secure written permission from 
owners to take slaves to a free port. Not only did this protect them if 
the slaves absconded, but it also deterred slaves from hiring 
themselves on board without the master’s consent and then running 
away. “I have been engaged in navigating the Western Waters for 
about 25 years, and have frequently had slaves hired on board of 
boats | command,” James D. Hamilton explained in 1851, “and 
Landing on the shores of the States of Indiana & Illinois | have never 
considered the chances of escape very great.” Despite this, he 
continued, when he planned to port at Cincinnati, he left his hired 
slaves in Louisville, or obtained “express permission of the owner of 
such slaves to take them up with me to those points.”2° 


Such caution, shared by most captains, came from years of 
experience. Ironically slaves, too, were cautious about how and 
when they attempted to escape, even when they lived or worked so 
close to freedom. To jump from the deck of a steamer, to attempt to 
swim to freedom or row a skiff across the river, was not only 
dangerous in the swift currents and sometimes icy waters, but the 
networks to return such slaves were well established. In southern 
Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, many residents sympathized with the 
South, and some as late as the 1820s were themselves 
slaveholders. Fearing harsh retribution, or worse, prospective 
runaways required ideal conditions even in these sections. Jerry, a 
twenty-four-year-old Kentucky slave, described as “stout healthy and 
intelligent,” who could earn $25 a month when hired on the river 
between Louisville and New Orleans, was permitted “to do as he 


pleased,” one observer noted, “and he esteemed himself as free.” 
Hired on board the steamer Bunkerhill #3 as second cook in 1851, 
Jerry made three trips back and forth between Louisville and New 
Orleans. But on a fourth trip, the steamer sidetracked and went up 
the Illinois River about a hundred and fifty miles and docked in the 
town Pekin, Illinois. The next morning, the captain recounted: 


the boy was called up and went to his work, and a short time 
thereafter not being seen, it was discovered that he had left. That 
instantly the officers of the boat employed the police & a force to 
pursue him, offering a large reward for his recovery, and started 
themselves after him & in quick pursuit. That quick and Instant & 
active pursuit was made & Kept up for the boy for some time but 
he could not be found, altho he was heard of. 


Rumors persisted about Jerry’s whereabouts, the owner believing he 
had made it to Canada, the steamboat crew believing he had 
remained in Illinois.24 

Other slaves were also patient, weighing their chances of 
success in a variety of circumstances. Employed in 1837 as a 
servant at the Louisville Hotel, Lemuel was summoned to carry 
luggage on board the steamer Paul Jones. The same day, he went 
back to the hotel, packed his small belongings, returned to the 
steamboat, and either booked passage or hired on as a waiter. At 
Cincinnati, he disembarked. The once “faithful & excellent & capable 
Servant,” his owner lamented, “was Seduced by the hope of 
freedom.”2° 

If proximity to free territory prompted slaves to run away, so, too, 
did living near areas where runaways congregated. While the 
number of such locations declined as southerners moved to the 
west, cleared new lands during the 1820s and 1830s, or sent militia 
units into areas to destroy “outlaw” camps, runaways continued to 


congregate deep in the woods or swamps. These included remote 
areas of the backcountry such as the Great Dismal Swamp along the 
border between Virginia and North Carolina; Elliott’s Cut, between 
the Ashepoo and Pon Pon rivers; Goose Creek, St. James Parish, 
South Carolina; and the Florida Everglades. To the west were the 
Indian nations in Alabama and Mississippi, at least until the late 
1830s, and swampy areas and forests of the Lower Mississippi River 
Valley in Louisiana. As a group of slave owners and residents of 
King William County, Virginia, noted in 1843, there were sections of 
their county used as “the general resort of free negroes from all parts 
of the country” and a “harbour for runaway slaves.”2° 


In some of these areas runaways coaxed fellow slaves off of 
plantations. Absolum and Cyrus, two of South Carolina planter 
Edward Brailsford’s “primest fellows,” were enticed away by a “body 
of runaway negroes” in St. James Parish along Goose Creek. They 
“were the property of your petitioner,” Brailsford wrote, “and were 
young, and athletic, and truly valuable fellows.” The slaves roamed 
into various other areas, including the vicinity around Dorchester, 
stealing and looting plantations and seeking to attract new converts. 
When a patrol was called out, the two had split up, and Absolum, 
along with a few other fugitives, made his way back to the Brailsford 
plantation. But the patrol had its orders to fire on any black person 
who refused to surrender. “In pursuance of these orders,” Brailsford 
said, “some were routed in the vicinity of Dorchester, where Cyrus, 
the property of your petitioner was shot, and killed. Some were 
routed within the limits of your petitioner’s plantation, when Absolum 
was shot, and soon after expired.”2’ 


The lure of freedom was clearly illustrated during the War of 1812 
when the British blockaded American ports and promised freedom to 
fugitive slaves, as they had during the War for Independence. The 
Chesapeake Bay region bore the brunt of the British invasion, and 
raiding parties struck during the spring and summer of 1813 along 


the Virginia and Maryland shores. With defenses greatly weakened, 
the British marched on Washington in 1814 and burned the public 
buildings. Some owners sent their slaves across the mountains for 
safekeeping. A Maryland woman explained that with the British so 
close she was sure to lose her ward’s bondsman, who was in any 
event “a head strong ungovernable boy.” Those who failed to take 
precautions witnessed a large number of desertions. Slaves set out 
to join advancing troops, and as British ships lay at anchor in the 
bay, they stole their masters’ canoes and small boats, guiding them 
out to the British war ships. The exodus became so great that the 
Virginia General Assembly passed a law instructing militia captains 
“on the approach of any part of the Enemies Naval forces to remove 
and secure as far as in their Power practicable out of the Reach of 
any slave or slaves any boat or vessel.” In Matthews County, with its 
peninsula jutting out into the bay, canoes were put under constant 
guard, a virtual quarantine.7° 


In South Carolina, Elliott’s Cut became so filled with outlaws and 
runaway slaves during the war that the governor ordered out a 
detachment of militia to clear this “Negro thoroughfare.” The troops 
penetrated the dense marshlands and “with much difficulty” captured 
the two ringleaders, Mowby and Dunmore, who were summarily 
executed. Even so, the Cut remained a hideout for outlying slaves 
hoping to go over to the British. It was, according to local residents, 
“seldom if ever used but by Runaways and Negroes.” In other 
sections of the state, the militia was used to seek out runaways who 
felt their chances of freedom were enhanced by the war. In 1813, 
Gabriel and Brister escaped from their owner, Dr. Mathew ODriscoll, 
who lived near Colleton, and made their way to a plantation in St. 
Bartholomew Parish, where they were taken in by friends. Word got 
out, however, that the runaways were in the vicinity. A militia 
detachment was sent, and when the two men fled, they were shot 
and killed.2° 


Farther south, along the sea island coast of Georgia, thousands 
deserted to the enemy, including a large contingent from Pierce 
Butler’s plantation on St. Simons Island. Butlers overseer, Roswell 
King, revealed the attitudes of both races when he wrote the master 
in February and March 1815 about the 138 missing slaves: 


| can never git over the Baseness of your ungrateful Negroes.... 
To treat Negroes with humanity is like giving Pearls to Swine, it is 
throwing away Value and giting insult and ingratitude in return. 


It is not you, and myself, but the Inhabitants generally have all 
been deceived in the Ethiopian race. Your son’s observation is now 
verified, that Negroes have neither honr or Gratitude. 


God cursed the Negroe by making him black. | Curse the Man 
that brot the first from Africa, and the Curse of God is still on them, to 
send them away to die a miserable death. 


| should have no heart to begin [planting sugarcane] for my 
feelings are such that | cant bare the sight of a Negro without 
Melancholy Irritation. Those animals must be ruled with a rod of iron, 
which must be painful to yourself, as well as me. 


But it is painful to look at such ungrateful rascals as your Negroes 
[who could not leave], when | know they would have gone off if they 
only had a chance. 


What would he do if he ever regained possession of the 
runaways? It would give him great pleasure to “pick out one 
husband, one wife, one fellow, one Wench and sell them—leaving 
their children or parents behind.”°° 


Again and again, slave owners used the same word to describe 
runaways: ungrateful. They had been treated well and humanely; 
they had been given proper food and clothing; they had been well 
housed and provided with other necessities; their families had been 
kept together. Yet, at the first opportunity they had set out on their 


own. They had neither honor nor gratitude; as a race, they were 
deceptive and deceitful. 


Assisted by Whites 


As strange and apparently incongruous as it might appear, some 
absconders were assisted by whites. Perhaps it occurred 
infrequently and under unique circumstances, but it did occur. 
Unwilling to concede that slaves would run away on their own, 
masters preferred to believe their slaves had been persuaded by 
others to run away. “On yesterday evening,” a New Orleans man 
explained in 1839, “my boy Adam absented himself, without leave, 
from the Planter’s Hotel.” He believed Adam had been “enticed away 
by some white man or free negro.” Twice Mississippi slave Peter 
attempted to escape but was unsuccessful. “[T]he fellow has 
certainly gave him much trouble,” the owner’s brother-in-law wrote 
from Natchez, “he ran away on the first night after he bought him.” 
On his third try, however, he was successful; he went off with the 
help of John Montgomery, a white man, who arranged for him to “go 
to a Certain place and hire himself out” until his master gave up the 
search. When a Tennessee slave set out with a white man for Ohio, 
it was not clear who was offering assistance to whom. The black 
man was described as clever, sensible, polite, and energetic; the 
white man, Simon McCaffery, was described as extremely awkward 
in manner and dress. “There was considerable talk the other day 
about the catching of Dr. Carter’s runaways,” William Clements of 
West Liberty, Virginia, wrote his brother in December 1860; “it 
appears that some six or eight of his negroes ran away in the early 
part of the year.” Nearly a year later, the ones still at large were 
found working on a farm owned by a white man named Corbin in 
Hanover County. “The negroes sd [said] they had been working for 
him all the year.”?" 


Whatever the actual circumstance, it was rare that whites did not 
have ulterior motives. They sought a partner in crime, payment for 
counterfeit papers, assistance in their own escapes from jail or debt. 
They sold slaves liquor and “Goods, wares, & Merchandise,” 
promising to help get them out of bondage. In Wilmington, North 
Carolina, ninety-five whites petitioned the legislature to prohibit the 
influx of “transient traders” who invaded the city every winter and 
spring, trading with slaves and promising to assist them in getting to 
the North.°2 


Some whites helped blacks and then claimed them as their 
slaves. When Craven Davis, a resident of Hamilton, North Carolina, 
discovered that the wife of a slave he knew had been sold to 
Tennessee, he offered to assist the black man. He would help him 
run away to reunite with his wife. The slave, named Drew, agreed 
and the two set out across the Appalachian Mountains, but instead 
of taking him to Tennessee, he took him to Alabama and sold him in 
a private sale. As Davis made off to parts unknown, Drew escaped, 
but was jailed in Bedford County, Tennessee, where he remained for 
more than a year while his title was being settled. He was never 
reunited with his wife.°° 


Playing on such emotions, it was not difficult for whites to lure 
slaves away from plantations. At other times, white men promised 
freedom to those in bondage if they absconded, promised to conceal 
them if they stole from the master, or hatched other schemes to lure 
slaves away. A white man in Troup County, Georgia, “caused and 
procured” a slave owned by a Chambers County, Alabama, 
blacksmith “to runaway” across the state line. The Georgia man then 
“secreted and concealed said Negro for several days.” Whatever the 
slave’s hopes were at the outset, they were soon dashed when the 
sheriff of Troup County issued an attachment on the black man for 
his owner’s $700 debt, and the slave was merely transferred from an 
owner in Alabama to one in Georgia.*4 


An example of a runaway slave’s involvement in a major 
commercial operation can be seen in the adventure of a New 
Orleans female slave. The commander of the Tecumseh, a New 
York trading ship, provided the light-skinned New Orleans slave 
Aimee with a sailor's uniform as a disguise. The reason was not 
revealed until her owner, jeweler François Lebeau, discovered what 
was missing from his shop. The stolen property included twelve gold 
watches, a medallion breast pin set with diamonds, a gold bracelet 
ornamented with an opal and diamond, a diamond ring, diamond 
shirt buttons, and gold buckles, watch keys, and earrings. The 
jewelry, delivered by Aimee, came from Paris, and was appraised at 
$3,375.°° 

One of the strangest episodes of this kind occurred in Edenton, 
North Carolina, in 1808 when Arthur Howe, a hunchback, convinced 
Mustapha, or Muss, owned by Mathias Sawyer, to run away. “He is 
remarkable for having a deformity in his back,” Sawyer explained; he 
hunched over so much that his arms fell to his knees. Moreover, 
Sawyer said, the white man’s countenance was “ferocious and 
expressive of dark angry passions.” Apparently this did not bother 
Mustapha, who permitted the white man to sell him and resell him 
along the way as they moved through Virginia; after each sale he 
would run away and team up with Howe again. When they reached 
either Norfolk, Petersburg, or Richmond, Sawyer said, they would 
part company and then Mustapha would “make his escape to the 
northward.”°6 


The penalties for whites caught helping slaves escape were 
severe. Since it was very difficult to get a conviction in the courts— 
blacks could not testify against whites—masters, their agents, and 
other whites often took matters into their own hands. The fate of a 
Philadelphia man named Seth Concklin who went to Alabama to 
retrieve a slave family for his friend Peter Still, a free black, suggests 
what could happen if plans were uncovered. Concklin sneaked the 


family off their plantation and took them on a skiff down the 
Tennessee River, pretending to be their master. They made it to 
Vincennes, Indiana, but were discovered by a group of suspicious 
whites. When Concklin tried to escape, he was bludgeoned, and a 
few days later his body was found in the river with his skull fractured. 
Still's wife and children were returned to their owner.°” 


Interracial sexual liaisons also produced runaways. “[She] would 
get up & go off & sometimes did not return until day light,” a 
Nashville man said of his hired slave cook Esther; her “habits of 
sexual intercourse” were ruining her health, and now she was 
secretly seeing a white man. One morning the paramour came to the 
kitchen and the two spoke for a long time; that afternoon Esther said 
she would “do no one any good, & would runaway.” She kept her 
word, and a short time later absconded. Quickly caught, returned, 
and put up for sale, “She repeatedly said that she never would have 
a child,” explained James Glover, the slave trader assigned to 
auction her off. “| supposed that she was in the habit of taking 
medicine to prevent conception.” While awaiting sale, her white lover 
visited her in jail and promised to buy her if he could raise the 
money, but he was unable to do so, and Esther was sold.°° 


If only veiled references were made as to why Esther ran away, it 
was much clearer why an attractive Maryland woman did. A young 
white man, described as a “gentleman,” visited the house where the 
slave was working (for the brother of her owner) and the two had a 
private conversation. The following morning a carriage arrived, and 
the gentleman and slave drove away. A neighbor “pursued & saw 
her go on board the Steamboat, & went down & told Capt. Pearce of 
that steam boat, that he suspected she was on board.” After a 
thorough search of the entire boat, except “the ladies cabin,” 
however, the slave was not found. “[T]he negro was carried to 
Philadelphia,” the owner lamented, “& has never been returned.”?9 


Other slave women took advantage of similar opportunities to 
abscond from their masters. In New Orleans, this occurred 
frequently. In one case, a mulatto woman, Maria, was harbored by E. 
B. Cogswell, who hid her in a chest when authorities arrived to 
search his house. They found her and returned her to her owner. 
Afterwards, she was sold, and Cogswell went to the new owner. He 
had “the audacity to call on me and tell me,” her new master said, “if 
| kept her she would do me no good, and immediately after [she] 
disappeared.” Although it was not known whether they were assisted 
by white men, other female runaways were described as genteel in 
appearance, well-spoken, and possessing a large quantity of 
clothing.*° 


It was rare, but occasionally white women ran off with slave men. 
In 1832, a South Carolina woman, Eveline Crawford, nursing her 
child, fled with a slave named Jacob. The couple’s first attempt to 
escape had been foiled when they were apprehended near Murray’s 
Ferry, outside of Charleston, but now they were again missing. 
Jacob’s owner warned sea captains to watch for the couple, who 
might be “lurking about” the wharves awaiting an opportunity to sail 
to some foreign port.*’ There is no record of their ever having been 
apprehended. 


Dissatisfaction of Hired Slaves 


Slaves who were hired out by their masters became part of the 
runaway army. Forced to leave their families, sent to new employers, 
and compelled to labor long hours, some felt their situation worse 
than those who remained behind on the plantation. Even when 
masters offered incentives, hired slaves could become dissatisfied 
with working conditions, visitation time, harsh treatment, and 
changing employers. It is true that some slaves eagerly awaited 
being hired out because they were given special privileges or 


permitted to keep a portion of their earnings. Others were so talented 
and able in their skilled occupations that they could demand and 
receive concessions from their owners. Even for these latter groups, 
however, there was displeasure. They were in a better position than 
other slaves to see the direct connection between work and wages. 
Those who collected their own earnings and turned them over to 
their owners must have felt a special pain to see the value of their 
labor going to their owner’s comfort. As a consequence, hirelings, 
including some of the most talented and skilled, ran away. 


Some hired slaves were auctioned off from year to year to 
different employers. They could be treated harshly or transported far 
away from their loved ones. It seems that both of these elements 
were present when a seventy-year-old Louisa County, Virginia, 
plantation owner sent his slave Ralph to Albemarle County to work 
for John M. Perry, a farmer with a reputation for driving his workers 
incessantly. To maintain discipline, Perry kept on hand a full-time 
slave catcher named Leitch. Shortly after arriving, Ralph ran away, 
returning to his home plantation and hiding in the quarters. When 
Leitch arrived in pursuit, he had been drinking. Riding into the yard, 
in a noisy “boisterous manner, [he] went round to the negro quarters, 
rushing into some or all of them, cursing the negroes for having (as 
he said) harbored Ralph, terrifying them, & threatening them violently 
if they did not produce him.” Ralph again ran off, this time moving 
southeast toward Richmond. He remained out many months, but 
was eventually jailed in Hanover County just north of the capital. 
Perhaps his only consolation was that jail was better than working on 
Perry’s plantation.*2 


Numerous hired slaves absconded because of harsh treatment 
that seemed never ending. Among them were Caty and her children 
who in 1815 were hired with “a parcel of negroes” to Boswell 
Lawson, a farmer in Caroline County, Virginia. The owner's niece, 
Fanny Roane, who lived nearby, said Caty “frequently came to her, 


complaining of the ill treatment of the sd. Lawson, showing the 
wounds & stripes given her by sd. Lawson.” Roane also “heard the 
cries of the sd woman when Lawson was beating her.” The black 
woman went to the niece and begged that she and her family be 
returned to their owner. She complained not only for herself but for 
her children, who were being “starved,” she said. Caty’s son William 
had been taken from her and hired out by Lawson, contrary to the 
hiring agreement. Another neighbor corroborated and added to the 
niece’s testimony. At length, he said, Caty took her children and ran 
away and returned home, telling her master, Thomas Roane, that 
she had been “cruelly treated.” Roane, however, returned the family 
to Lawson, and again Caty ran away; after the second escape, the 
master kept them on the plantation.*° 


As in the case of Caty’s son William, it was especially difficult for 
young slaves to be hired out away from their parents. After being 
sent to an adjoining county, one youthful Kentucky slave returned to 
his mother. “Ely one of your Boys that | hired this year Left me as a 
runaway,” Kentucky brickmaker John Fisher of Lexington wrote to 
Elizabeth Lee in nearby Woodford County in December 1810; “l 
hope you will not have any Impression on your mind as to my 
Treatment till you will heard [s/c] from me.” The employer, who had 
the same trouble with Ely before, was convinced that it was only the 
slave’s loneliness for his mother that prompted him to abscond. The 
hired slave had his failings, as did many others “of his culer,” the 
brickmaker reported, but he worked hard. In fact, the white man 
would be “very much acomodated” if he could rehire the young slave 
the next year.*4 


Whites who employed or owned black hirelings were especially 
frustrated when slaves ran away for no apparent reason. An 
eighteen-year-old Kentucky man named Henry was described by his 
owner as “very disobedient being in the habit of running away from 
the persons to whom he is hired & in the habit of getting drunk.” It 


would not be long before he would “escape entirely from servitude.” 
Apparently South Carolina slave George was well treated, but 
nonetheless it was nearly impossible to hire him out because of his 
“bad character and habits.” He was a thief, a “great scoundrel,” and 
a constant runaway. In Southampton County, Virginia, there was a 
continual flow of hired blacks who went into the woods or out of the 
county. Hirers and owners alike complained that slaves ran away 
from employers continually. They absconded “without regard to 
masters,” refused to be “rented out,” ran away every chance they 
got, and were “constantly in the woods.” The hired slave Ann ran off 
frequently and refused to live with anyone to whom she was hired. If 
Phebe had chosen to do so, a Virginia owner admitted, she could 
have been “a valuable servant.” She had “gotten in the habit” of 
running away, and now it was “impossible to hire her out.”4° 


Although whites were often unsure why hired slaves ran away, 
blacks were more certain: Why should their earnings be 
expropriated? Why were they not permitted to keep a portion of their 
wages? If they were permitted to keep a part of their earnings, why 
were they not allowed to keep enough to provide more for their 
families? In short, there seemed to be no relationship between work, 
wages, and rewards. Moreover, hired slaves grieved that masters, 
including guardians, administrators of estates, and widows on fixed 
incomes, were not averse to turning them over to hiring agents. 
These agents leased them out wherever profits could be obtained. 
Other hirelings absconded, as one master said, simply because they 
were dissatisfied with their “situation” or because they did not like 
their new employers. A young Maryland slave, who was raised in a 
Methodist family on terms of “PERFECT EQUALITY,” ran away after he 
was hired out to a man in Baltimore. The “sole cause of his 
absconding,” an observer noted, was the employer’s failure to treat 
him as an equal, which “has given him offense.”*® 


Hired slaves had good reason to resist some employers. Often 
those who were hired out were treated worse than they were treated 
by their owners. In Virginia, following the passage of a law in 1850 
requiring owners rather than employers to be responsible for hired 
slaves who ran away, a group of hiring agents pointed out that the 
code actually encouraged employers to treat them cruelly and force 
them to run away after they had worked for some months. A large 
portion of the whites who hired slaves, especially in cities, the factors 
insisted, were foreign born, poor, and illiterate. Unlike “the 
respectable portion of our community,” foreigners could not 
distinguish between right and wrong. In nine out of ten runaway 
cases, it was “this class of hirers” who abused the slaves to 
precipitate their running away. It was an easy way to get out of a 
contract.4/ 


Some owners, of course, permitted hired slaves to keep a portion 
of their earnings, and a few held out the promise of freedom if 
overwork payments could make up the difference in their purchase 
price. None of the “contracts,” of course, were legally binding, and 
whites could, and often did, renege on such “agreements.” In 
Charleston, South Carolina, the hired man Sam made an 
arrangement with his owner James Thomson that after he paid him 
$500 he would receive emancipation papers. Working for a number 
of years, Sam paid the owner $450, but in 1811 the two men had a 
disagreement about how and when the final payments would be 
made. When the owner made certain demands, Sam ran away. “Sir, 
| have a Negro Boy confined here in gaol which has been Proved by 
Mr. Cross to be yours and the year will soon be up that | shall have 
to sell him,” the sheriff of Newberry District wrote Thomson in 1812. 
Not wishing to confront Sam face to face, the master did not 
respond. Sam was sold at auction for $210; later, Thomson pocketed 
the profits from the sale, minus jail fees.48 


Living and working conditions for hired slaves in southern 
industries were often worse and more dangerous than for agricultural 
workers. Long hours, strenuous and backbreaking labor, tedious 
routines, and dangerous conditions were commonplace for those 
who worked in coal mines, ore pits, iron foundries, textile mills, or on 
railroad, canal, and turnpike construction. Young men were 
sometimes hired to remote sections of Virginia, Tennessee, 
Alabama, and Missouri, where there were few if any women. In 
addition, some company owners and managers cared little about 
improving conditions.*2 Under such circumstances, slaves frequently 
ran away. 


They departed from rice mills, sugar mills, grist mills, from 
construction and building locations, and from turpentine distilleries, 
flour mills, and gold mines. One sugar mill operator counted eleven 
runaways within a short period. With one exception, they all returned 
within a week or less. For a rice mill owner the situation was more 
serious. During one winter season, he saw his operations come to a 
virtual standstill when his carpenter, boatman, engineer, and two 
other slaves absconded. The five who left together from an 
ironworks in Perry County, Tennessee, in 1837—a black named 
Bob, a mulatto named Bob, and Daniel, Alexander, and Jim—were 
not unusual. In their late teens and twenties, one slave had been 
hired from a man in Tennessee, while the other four had been 
purchased by a partner in the company in Mississippi from “some 
negro traders, who brought them from Virginia or South Carolina.” 
Not long after they arrived, the five made off in the middle of the 
night. Dislocation, long hours, severe routines, and ill-treatment 
prompted industrial slaves to go on the run.°° 


Although William Weaver of Rockbridge County, Virginia, one of 
the most successful ironmasters in the South, hired slaves every 
year, he also owned his own labor force. Weaver offered many 
incentives to his workers and was meticulous in the payment of 


overwork wages to his miners, ore pounders, wood cutters, colliers, 
teamsters, furnace carpenters, pattern makers, blacksmiths, and 
foundry hands. He was also careful about offering special incentives 
to workers who fired the furnace, kept it filled with measured layers 
of ore, limestone, and charcoal, and molded his iron bars. But even 
Weaver could not prevent slaves from running away and was forced 
to deal with them during the entire forty years he remained as an 
ironmaster in the Valley of Virginia.°' 


Merely To Be Free 


Considered by his owner, William Sanders Sr. of Christ Church 
Parish, South Carolina, as a slave of “bad character,” Tom was sold 
in 1802 to a neighboring planter, John Parker, for one hundred 
guineas. It was Parker who had approached Sanders concerning the 
slave: Tom was big, strong, and healthy, perfect for the arduous 
work required at his brickyard and plantation on Daniel’s Island. 
Living in the neighborhood, Parker was “personally acquainted with 
the bad character of the said Negro” and said he was willing to 
purchase him nevertheless; all that was required “was a strict master 
and one who could manage him.” 


But Parker could not manage his new slave, and four days after 
his arrival on Daniel’s Island, Tom ran away. Parker, who had signed 
a promissory note to purchase Tom, called on Sanders, asked to 
“inspect” the note, and when it was given to him put it in his pocket 
and walked away, telling Sanders he could “get his money as he 
could for the Negro had run away and he was determined not to pay 
the Note.” In a civil suit, Sanders argued that the “Negro was good 
property,” and he had turned over “a good bona fide and legal title” 
to the purchaser and deserved full payment. In any event, it was the 
buyer who had approached the seller, not the other way around, and 


he had warned Parker specifically about Tom’s propensity to run 
away. 

In January 1803, Tom was captured and taken to the workhouse 
in Charleston. During the dispute over ownership, Tom remained 
incarcerated, “being occasionally corrected,” until Parker died, 
sometime in late 1805 or early 1806. After Parker’s death, Tom was 
put up for sale to defray expenses according to the city ordinance 
regarding runaway slaves in long confinement. Advertised by the 
sheriff and sold 20 July 1807 for $310, Tom was purchased by 
Benjamin Parker for the Estate of John Parker. One observer noted 
that the slave had been “unnecessarily and cruelly kept in 
confinement” four and a half years.°7 

The fate of habitual runaways like Tom was bleak during the 


nineteenth century. Described as “obdurate,” “intractable,” or of “bad 
character,” these slaves struggled desperately to be free. They ran 
away not once or twice, but many times, and although often caught 
and punished, it did not seem to matter how frequent or how brutal 
the punishment or how many threats were made against them and 
their families. They simply refused to capitulate.” Such slaves 
presented a dilemma for slaveholders: How much punishment could 
they inflict without damaging their property? There was also the 
problem of how other slaves would perceive such intransigence and 
belligerence. What if they considered such defiance admirable? 
What if they tried to emulate such behavior? 


Most habitual runaways began when they were in their teens. 
The first time he absconded, the North Carolina slave Jack was 
fifteen years old. Despite frequent whippings, he became a 
“notorious” absconder and when in his mid-thirties “he was runaway 
nearly all the time.” “He was not a trusty negro,” one witness said. 
Although “able active and strong” he “would not work unless you 
were with him.” Frances, a New Orleans girl, was already a constant 
runaway by the time she was fifteen or sixteen. She spoke rapidly 


and “with much intelligence,” her owner said, and usually hid out with 
relatives. Moving between the Ochlockonee and Appalachicola rivers 
in the Florida Territory, Pompey avoided detection by living in the 
densely wooded forests and by crossing into southwest Georgia. He 
sustained himself by hunting, fishing, and killing livestock. He had 
“run-away and remained in the Woods for a length of time,” the 
guardian of his owner said. Indeed, whites had “come into the actual 
possession” of the slave for only two weeks during the entire year of 
1844 before he went out again “& has been a run-away ever 
since.”°4 


Also in his teens was an anonymous slave brought to the slave 
pen in Richmond in 1860. While his career as a perpetual runaway 
would be cut short by the Civil War, it was clear that he was destined 
to such a future. According to one observer in Richmond, the 
youngster was “City rased and has run away twice since J & Slater 
had him in jail.” The physician who purchased the slave for 
$1,462.50, G. W. Brown of Perry County, Alabama, did not know the 
type of slave he was purchasing. “He ran right out of Jones & Slaters 
jail and Slater right after him a hollowing, Ketch him! Ketch him, & 
away they both went down the street,” a bystander said. Slater 
caught up with “the boy” at the market. To some it was “very 
amusing to see Slater run and to hear him holl[er] & when he come 
up the street with the boy he had him by the collar & now and then 
he wd give him a little shake.”°° 


Refusing to submit was characteristic of perpetual runaways. 
Purchased from Robert and Thomas Scott in Jessamine County, 
Kentucky, in the early 1800s, Charles ran away from his owner, 
Thomas M. Green, a planter who lived near Greenville in Jefferson 
County, Mississippi Territory, in the fall of 1803. He was taken up in 
Robertson County, Tennessee, in the summer of 1804, where he 
remained until March 1805. When a Tennessee man attempted to 
take the slave back to the Mississippi Territory, Charles “again made 


his escape.” Similarly, John was a “keen artful fellow” who would no 
doubt attempt to pass for a free man, said a planter in Edgefield 
District, South Carolina. On a previous escape, John had assumed 
the name Lewis Matthews and tried to board a boat sailing for 
Amelia Island. In 1827, at age thirty, he had once again left the 
master’s plantation on Stephens’ Creek and was again probably 
heading for the coast.°® 


Physical handicaps did not dissuade slaves from attempting to 
escape. Andrew, “in the habit of absenting himself,” was “lame in 
one leg.” Not much information was needed in the runaway 
advertisement for Bob of New Orleans. Bob used a crutch because 
his leg had been amputated above the knee. The “American negro 
fellow pavis,” aged about twenty-two years, dragged his left leg when 
he walked, another New Orleans owner said, but absconded 
nonetheless and remained at large five months. A notice for his 
return appeared first in English, then in French.°’ Other slaves ran 
away when they were suffering from ailments, with broken limbs, 
bloodied from severe flogging, and pregnant. 


Neither age nor time in jail dissuaded Peter, alias John, from 
absconding. During seven years between 1824 and 1831, Peter 
spent more time away from his owners than he did in their service. In 
1824-25, he spent twelve months as a runaway in the Sumter 
District jail, after which he was sold at a sheriffs sale. During the 
next few years, he ran away twice. In July 1829, he was arrested 
and jailed in Wayne County, North Carolina. Remaining unclaimed 
for months, he was sold, resold, sold again, and finally, when the 
original owner learned of his whereabouts, reclaimed. In December 
1830, as the master and slave passed through the Santee Canal ina 
boat on their way back to the plantation, Peter ran away.°® 


As the experiences of Peter suggest, many habitual runaways 
ignored personal safety. The Tennessee slave Jesse had always 
been willing to sacrifice his personal comfort for some free time in 


the woods, but following the death of his master in 1854, when he 
was to be hired out, he became a perpetual absconder. “He has as 
bad habits about running away as any slave | ever saw,” exclaimed 
William Ezell, a farmer in Giles County who knew Jesse. “He is in the 
constant habit of running away & staying in the woods at all season 
& in all kinds of weather for weeks at a time without any provocation 
or cause.” Another observer said he was in “the habit of running 
away, from the slightest cause & often viciously, & willfully without 
any cause.” Another slave, twenty-four- or twenty-five-year-old Isaac, 
absconded five times during a single year. His health was “greatly 
endangered by the habit.” 


At age twenty-two, Lucy was typical of those who would not 
remain in slavery. Described by her South Carolina owner as having 
lost her front teeth, she was of “ordinary size, trim made, rather sway 
b[a]cked, long arms, walks very proper, when spoken to speaks very 
bold, and rather impertinent.” Raised in Charleston, she wore “the 
mark of the whip on her shoulders.” She was described in one notice 
as having “a good figure,” being “quite intelligent,” and “considerably 
marked with the whip.” Also marked by the lash was Sary, with “a 
scar under one of her breasts resembling the cut from a whip.” Ralph 
lived the first two decades of his life around Richmond, Virginia, but 
when he was sold to James Kinkade of South Carolina, he ran away. 
As punishment, his owner let him languish in jail for “a considerable 
time.” He was sold to another South Carolina man, John Jefferies, 
who lived at Gilkey’s Waters on the Broad River in Union District. In 
1808, Ralph absconded again. He went away with “an iron clog on 
his leg, and some of his fourteeth missing.” The Charleston slave 
Sarah was passed from owner to owner, but with each new master it 
was the same: she would not remain enslaved. When one new 
owner discovered that Sarah was “a notorious Thief and runaway,” 
he locked her in his sugarhouse, “where she remained for some time 
until she was delivered of a child.” A short time later, she and her 
baby were taken out of the sugarhouse, sent to the city workhouse, 


confined until the next auction, and in 1800 sold. An elderly runaway 
in Charleston was described with a “mark of a burn on the end of 
one eye and mouth” and a “large scar on her shoulder and arm.”©° 


Not only did they ignore their own health, but according to the 
planter class, perpetual runaways were often hostile and violent. The 
Maryland slave Ason, about twenty-three years old, was described 
as vicious and ungovernable. Other masters warned slave catchers 
to be cautious. “If apprehended, great care should be taken to 
secure him,” Judge Spencer Roane of Spring Garden Plantation, 
near Hanover, Virginia, said of his slave in 1805, “as | expect he is 
desperate as well as vicious.” A South Carolina planter, James D. 
Erwin of Barnwell District, described his slave Sam, a waiter and 
house servant, as “one of the worst of Negroes” he had ever known, 
“having repeatedly armed himself and eloped.” Once he stole five or 
six hundred dollars. When he absconded in November 1828 with a 
fellow slave, he still had about a hundred buckshot in him from a 
previous escape attempt in July. During his escapades, the master 
added, “he has been guilty of conduct even more atrocious than this 
—in short, he is a villain of the most consummate kind.”©' 


It was clear that some runaways became so desperate that they 
cared nothing about the consequences of their actions. How 
desperate they might become was shown by the response of the 
Alabama slave Dave, acquired in July 1822 by an Autauga County 
man, who had swapped a horse, saddle, bridle, and $500 note for 
the slave. Dave had come from Lee County, Georgia, where he had 
been purchased only fifteen days before. Judging from the wrinkles 
around his eyes, one observer said, he was about forty years old. It 
was Clear that he had been passed from one owner to another. A 
few days after the sale, Dave “stole some property” and in 
attempting to abscond was “shot at and hit” but still managed to stay 
out for a few days. After being captured, the wounded man in a very 
few days again ran away and again in the same manner a third time. 


During a period of about nine months, Dave labored for his owner a 
total of about one week. It was on his third escape that he was 
captured in Dallas County, tried for robbery, convicted, and 
executed .°4 

From every indication, Texas slave Miles was destined for a 
tragic end. Working with ten or twelve other black men on the 
plantation of absentee owner Tempe Price in San Augustine County, 
he absconded on a number of occasions during the 1850s. 
Described by some whites as “impudent, malicious and rebellious,” 
and by others as headstrong, willful, and obdurate, he found it 
extremely difficult to take orders from the succession of overseers 
who managed the small plantation. On one occasion in April 1854, 
Miles responded to an order (not even given to him but rather to 
another field hand) by saying “something impudent.” The overseer, 
Charles Brady, picked up a fence rail and swung it at the slave, “but 
did not get a fair lick,” and Miles “clinched” him and took him to the 
ground and began choking him before the other slaves pulled him 
off. As if this were standard procedure, Miles then went to the field 
and began plowing. The overseer loaded his double-barreled 
shotgun, followed the slave to the field, and ordered him to stop 
plowing. The black man ignored the order, plowed down one furrow, 
turned a few feet from the overseer, and began up the next. Brady 
fired a shotgun blast into the slave’s back. Even then, bleeding badly 
from his back full of buckshot, the slave turned around with a knife in 
his hand, but threatened with further violence, Miles put it away and 
followed the overseer’s order to get on a horse and return to the 
farmhouse. As they approached the house, Miles “slipped around 
the corn-crib and ran away.” A short time later, he died from his 
wounds.°? 

As the fate of Miles indicates, chronic runaways were willing to fly 
in the face of remarkable odds. They refused to be constrained, and 
whatever the punishment, they continued to run away again and 


again. This represented, one student of slavery asserted, “a spirit of 
revolt.”°4 Few set out for the North, as the distances were far too 
great. Most could expect little more than a short respite from labor, a 
brief time in the woods or in a nearby town. They were soon 
arrested, imprisoned, shackled, and returned to their owners. Within 
a short time, however, they were out again, running off “merely to be 
free.” 


Cruel and Unusual Punishment 


Cruel and harsh punishments caused many blacks to flee. Slaves 
were beaten, chained, incarcerated, ironed, and whipped; and they 
watched as their wives, husbands, mothers, fathers, children, and 
relatives were flogged. There were few masters in the South who did 
not believe that a recalcitrant or unruly slave should pay the price for 
disobedience. Masters themselves sometimes wielded the cowhide 
—the most common form of punishment—but often it was overseers 
who administered corrections. The amount of correction varied from 
plantation to plantation, but many planters and farmers felt that 
severe chastisement, especially for running away, was the best 
deterrent. That would teach slaves to be humble and submissive. A 
house servant on one Louisiana plantation explained to a guest 
when the crack of a whip echoed through the upstairs of the mansion 
house one night: it was just the overseer whipping the slaves, “a 
common thing here.” Described as a “man of strict integrity and very 
kind to negroes,” another overseer flogged servants regularly, but 
did so away from the plantation house. The master’s wife was “so 
opposed to whipping that he never corrects a negro in her 
presence.” My “Hands worked verry badly,” a planter recorded in his 
diary, “general Whipping,” adding on another occasion “Whiped evry 
hand in the field this evening.”©° 


It may be assumed in at least some of the instances where 
slaves received harsh, even brutal treatment, they ran away because 
of it. The owner of a Virginia slave said that he had “a scar on the 
right side of his neck below the ear; another on the left, lower on his 
neck; he has also a scar on the right leg a little below his knee, 
occasioned by a burn; his back has many scars on it from flogging 
he has received which he justly merited.” From various parts of the 
South during different time periods, runaways were described in a 
similar manner: he had the “mark of the whip on his back,” the letter 
‘R’ branded on each cheek, “very much cut with the cow-hide,” 
“scars on his back, occasioned by a whipping.” One runaway had 
scars above his eye, on his left thumb, and many scars on his back 
“caused from a severe whipping.” “I filed several notches between 
several of his upper fore teeth, which | expect is also very plain,” one 
owner said in a matter-of-fact manner. “I also branded him on each 
cheek thus “m” about twelve months ago, which is not very 
perceivable.”©© 


Nor were women spared the lash. Lucy was only twenty-three, 
but already she had caused her owners great trouble. Raised in 
Charleston, South Carolina, she was “a good figure, quite intelligent,” 
one owner said, but “considerably marked with the whip.” She was 
dressed in “country homespun” when she ran away in the spring of 
1832. Another woman runaway had the mark of the whip on her 
arms, and another had two marks on her cheek, which appeared to 
have been caused by “a cow hide.”®” 


Few contemporaries would deny the cruel and brutal treatment 
accorded to those who defied the system. Slaves escaped with the 
mark of the whip on their backs, irons on their ankles, brands on 
their cheeks and foreheads, and missing fingers and toes. Joe, Bill, 
and Isaac left the Richard Terrell farm in Roanoke County, Virginia, 
with “Irons around their necks.” Henry, absent from his Yazoo 
County, Mississippi, plantation for ten months, was “much scarred 


from the whip,” had scars from a dagger wound under his left arm, 
and was missing his left eye. The sheriff of Pointe Coupee Parish, 
Louisiana, described a captured runaway in 1826 as having “an Iron 
collar with three prongs extending upwards” and “many scars on his 
back and shoulders from the whip.”©° 


Cotton planter Joseph Bieller of Louisiana, for example, noted 
how his slave Pompy “had Some difference” with the overseer, and 
“got whipped and did not show himself for one week.” When he 
returned, he got “well whipped,” the master said, and now had a 
“clog on his leg which he will ware untill | am Satisfied.” A similar 
slave-overseer conflict produced different results. “Anderson ran 
away yesterday morning in consequence of some insolence to Mr. 
Vinson,” sugar planter J. Palfrey wrote in July 1833, “for which he 
expected a whipping & the search has been & is now making for 
him.” The owner feared he would do anything to stay out, eating 
green corn, melons, “or whatever he may find.” When he was 
brought in a little after dark he had indeed eaten green corn and was 
very ill. “| gave him a small whipping he richly deserved a sever one,” 
the master said. Later he gave his runaway a dose of oil that “has 
operated a number of times during the night, he appears to be quite 
well this morning ready & willing to go to work.”©9 


Among the runaways who testified about the reasons for flight, a 
number said it was because their master was “very cruel & very 
hard.” Contemporary defenders of slavery argued that usually the 
punishment was modest. Why should slaveholders want to damage 
their own property? In fact, however, owners often turned the 
management of their slaves over to others—supervisors, overseers, 
drivers—or hired them out to slave dealers or employers. In any 
case, whites were concerned primarily with discipline and had few 
pangs of conscience about severely whipping or punishing slaves. 
But beyond how whites managed their labor force was their 
emotional response to defiant slaves. If one slave spurned white 


authority, defied, resisted, or ran away, others would follow suit. As 
they meted out punishment, reasoned judgment often gave way to 
passion.’ What might have been a moderate flogging grew into 
brutal retribution. There is little doubt that fiendish brutality played a 
significant role in the South’s peculiar institution. 


During times of crises, slaves were especially vulnerable to 
severe reprisals. In 1831, following the Nat Turner revolt, a slave 
owned by Charles Hall of Richmond County, Georgia, was walking 
along the Milledgeville Road toward the city of Augusta, when he 
encountered two white men. Words were exchanged and the black 
man fled, running for a mile along the rode before slipping into a 
creek and hiding behind a beaver dam. The water was icy, but the 
pursuers hovered near him for a long time. Escaping detection, the 
slave nonetheless “became wet and Chilly, and took a violent Cold 
and in consequence thereof, died.” The owner sued the two whites, 
but a jury found the argument of the accused persuasive. They 
asserted “that if they did pursue and attempt to beat said negroe 
(which however they deny) they were justified in doing so by reason 
of impudent & impertinent language used by said Negroe towards 
[them].””" 

Two case histories, both involving runaways, suggest the brutal 
side of human bondage. How often such incidents occurred will 
never be known, but there is little doubt that they were not rare. On 1 
January 1835, as was the custom of a number of Montgomery 
County, Tennessee, slave owners, William Pope hired out four of his 
best young slave men to work at a local ironworks owned by Robert 
Baxter and William Hicks and under the management of C. W. 
Brawley. It was some time before Pope began to hear how poorly his 
slaves were being treated, but when he did, even this seasoned 
veteran of punishment was aghast at the reported brutality. 


The difficulty began one morning when Brawley asked Pope’s 
slave Dave why he “had staid over his time” away from the 


ironworks, and the slave refused to answer. A scuffle ensued, and 
Dave tried to escape but was caught, stripped, tied down, and 
whipped with a cow hide. In the midst of the whipping, Hicks salted 
Dave’s wounds, while Brawley continued to administer stripes. He 
inflicted “diverse large grevious and injurious Wounds in and upon 
the body, head, Shoulders, neck, sides, back and legs.” At times 
Brawley stopped, rested, drank some liquor, then continued. A 
witness said he “saw cuts on his privates and it was bad.” 
Afterwards, Dave was dragged to the shop and an iron ring weighing 
50 or 75 pounds was attached with a chain to his ankle. “I think | 
gave him about 100 or 120 lashes,” the overseer said, but several 
whites said that the overseer boasted to them that it had been many 
more. 


The principal cause for the excessive punishment was that Dave 
was “insolent and resisted.” Placed under guard, eight or ten days 
later, despite swelling in his ankle, Dave was able somehow to work 
out of his chain, and even with two slaves on guard, he escaped and 
was never heard from again. The other three hired blacks owned by 
Pope were similarly whipped and beaten. Like Dave, a second 
absconded, the third was never returned to his owner, and the fourth 
returned home so “sick sore and diseased” from the wounds he had 
received that he languished and died.”2 


In Louisiana, another overseer was similarly intent on 
administering severe punishments to obdurate slaves. Hired by the 
Woods family in West Baton Rouge Parish, William C. Riley arrived 
in January 1848 to superintend operations on the sugar plantation. 
By the spring, Riley had become increasingly abusive to the slave 
workers and forced his black driver to administer many whippings. 
When the driver was not harsh enough, Riley whipped the driver “in 
a very cruel manner, for not chastising more severely’ the slaves. A 
white visitor on the plantation believed that the overseer was 
“oppressive and cruel.” One man was “whipped and paddled,” he 


said, until the skin on his back “was entirely off’ and then forced to lie 
naked in the hot sun. Another lay in his cabin on his stomach with his 
“pantaloons drawn down to the Knees” and his shirt turned up over 
his shoulders; the mosquito bar had fallen down and adhered to the 
blood on his back. He had been very severely whipped, one of his 
eyes was completely closed, and his face was bloated. After being 
absent from the plantation for a few days, the visitor returned and 
learned that the two slaves had died. 


One of Riley’s previous employers, a sugar planter in Iberville 
Parish, confirmed much of what had happened in West Baton 
Rouge. Riley was so “passionate in punishing negroes,” he said, 
“that at times he would pick up almost anything that he could get 
hold of and pitch it at them, such as sugar canes, or a stick and 
striking them over the head with it and also often using his fist, and 
striking them in their faces & oftener using his fists than any thing 
else.” He did not believe that the overseer had endangered the lives 
of these slaves, “but his treatment caused a great many of them to 
run off.”/3 


To suggest that such incidents were mere aberrations in a sea of 
calm would be incorrect. On many plantations and farms, slaves who 
attempted to escape or who openly defied white authority were 
routinely whipped and severely beaten. Sometimes, they were cut 
with knives, attacked by dogs, shot with buckshot. If punishments did 
not usually result in death, they were often administered “cruelly and 
unmercifully.” One overseer admitted that he tied a female slave’s 
hands, put her head down a steep hill, placed a log under her belly, 
and administered several hundred lashes. He “whipped her so 
brutally” that the woman, who was pregnant, miscarried and “was 
Seriously injured and disabled.” Not a small number of captured 
runaways refused to give accurate information about their owners, 
preferring to remain in jail and be sold to a new owner.” 


The first two weeks of February 1833 were generally fair, with 
intermittent cool and cloudy days, perfect for plowing, planting, and 
burning brush. An anonymous Louisiana slave owner dutifully 
recorded the weather and the progress of planting; he also noted the 
disciplinary action meted out to one of his slaves and the response 
of another: 


Sth fair and pleasant. Started one more Plough this morning ... 
Started five Ploughs yesterday at Solitude in Corn Ground 

6th Somewhat Cloudy this morning Breaking up old Turnip Patch 
for Irish Potatoes—... 


11th fair, Mr. David C. Thomas my Overseer whiped Leven this 
morning (and from all | can learn for little or no fault) to Such an 
Excess that he Died in less than an hour after he was untied. 
Thomas then Ran away 


That afternoon the coroner conducted an inquest. The next day 
at noon, Leven was buried. The following day, February 13, the 
master hired a new overseer, John Hardy, at a yearly salary of $450. 
That night and the next morning a heavy rain soaked the fields and 
the slaves were called in at noon. Thomas had still not yet been 
found.’° 

There were similar inquests in other states. In South Carolina, for 
example, after a slave was found dead near the Coosawhatchie 
River, in Beaufort District, a coroner and later a grand jury 
determined that the “negro came to his death by the cruelty & 
violence of his master.” The attending physician said it was a very 
disagreeable job: “putrification had commenced, & the body was 
approaching fast to decay.” A few years later in Abbeville District, 
Phillida, a hired slave owned by Lucretia Finney, was similarly found 
dead. Dr. John Reid performed “the very unpleasant and 
disagreeable business of opening and examining the body in the 


presence of the Jury.” They could not determine, however, whether 
Phillida’s death came from “violence having been given her” by her 
employer. ’© 

Witnessing such violence had a profound effect on slaves. Those 
who were still willing to defy their masters and overseers realized the 
possibility of dire consequences. Some slaves responded by 
becoming gloomy, sullen, morose, others obsequious and 
submissive, while others remained defiant. One runaway who 
stabbed a fellow slave was described as continually dissatisfied. 
Another, who worked as a house servant for a Maryland family, 
refused to take orders, disdained authority, and remained hostile and 
belligerent. In 1829, the overseer of a Georgia plantation noted that 
John absconded “for no other cause than that he did not feel 
disposed to be governed by the same rules & regulations that the 
other negroes on the land are governed by.””” 


Thus, the conditions and factors that prompted slaves to run 
away were as varied and numerous as the human experience. The 
fragility of the institution once the management broke down was 
vividly illustrated by the response of Charles Carroll’s slaves on 
Doughoregan Manor, but whenever opportunities presented 
themselves, slaves were quick to take advantage. They left following 
the death of a master, after being hired out in southern industry, or 
after being severely punished. They absconded after being sold, 
traded, transferred, or carried to a new location, after being offered 
enticements by whites, or for a variety of other reasons, including 
general dissatisfaction. Whatever the specific cause or causes, tens 
of thousands of blacks each year demonstrated their discontent by 
going on the run. 
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Whither Thou Goest 


RACHEL O’CONNOoR, the mistress of Evergreen Plantation in West 
Feliciana Parish, Louisiana, felt deeply about her servants. In her 
correspondence she spoke fondly of her slaves, and it was clear that 
her affection was deep and sincere. But she could not completely 
divorce her feelings of good fortune from the economic gain that 
came with the birth of each new black baby. At the time of her death, 
84 percent of her estate was human property. She wrote in 1830: 


| have sixteen little negro children a raising, the oldest of the 
sixteen a little turned of six years old, all very healthy children 
excepting my little favorite Isaac, he is subject to a cough but 
seldom sick enough to lay up, the poor little fellow is laying at my 
feet sound asleep. | wish | did not love him, as | do, but it is so, 


and | cannot help it." 


Beset by creditors during the late 1820s, however, o’Connor 
transferred title of seventeen slaves to her half brother and future 
heir David Weeks, owner of the elegant Shadows Plantation in St. 
Mary Parish, one hundred miles to the south. The longtime widow 
made the transfer to protect her slave property from confiscation and 
because she had already promised Weeks a portion of her estate. 
The slaves, however, would remain on her plantation. She had 
always prided herself on how well she treated her “black family,” as 
she called them, and since her half brother owned many other 


slaves, she was confident that her black family would remain intact, 
at least during her lifetime. 


But when Weeks established another plantation and asked her to 
send him some slaves, she did so. Her decision was not easy, but 
she weighed the economic needs of her half brother against the 
temporary dislocation of a few black families. As they were shipped 
down the Mississippi River, the young O’Connor slaves suffered 
great agony. They were leaving behind their parents as well as the 
place of their youth. As others followed, they, too, felt the wrenching 
pain of leaving mothers and other kin. Some of the young men who 
were sent off attempted to return to Evergreen. Despite the lack of 
experience in the swamp and bayou country, Harry, Eben, and 
Littleton made it as far as Baton Rouge in 1833 before being 
captured and returned. Not long afterwards, Harry absconded again, 
this time with Frank. They reached the O’Connor place and were 
reunited with their mothers. As punishment, however, they were sent 
to the remote island plantation of Grand Cote in the Attakapas 
region. 

Even in this isolated wilderness, blacks struggled desperately to 
go and live with loved ones, but it was nearly impossible to get off 
the island. By 1840, runaway families had bonded together in 
secluded sections of the island, and when slaves absconded, they 
sometimes did so as entire families. “Linzy has taken to the woods 
with his wife and child he is well armed he has the little Double 
Barrelled gun and his butchers Knife,” the plantation manager at 
Grand Cote wrote. He believed that Linzy would “Join the party” that 
had recently stolen a boat. He also observed “a great difference in 
the behaviour of several of the Blacks on the Island,” and it was his 
opinion that they were being influenced by runaway bands. He had 
little doubt that the runaway family had joined Linzy and that there 
was some clandestine correspondence “between them and the 
plantation.” The anxious manager said that the neighbors should be 


alerted and that there should be a concerted effort to hunt down the 
runaways. It was the only way to save whites from the “miseries that 
those beings is capable of brin[g]ing down on [our] heads.”° 


Breakup of Families 


The efforts of slaves to reunite with loved ones is well illustrated by 
the runaways on Louisiana’s Grand Cote Island. Elsewhere the 
situation was quite different. Most slaves separated by sale or 
transfer could neither abscond in family units nor form colonies as in 
the Louisiana bayou country. Usually they were sold off and never 
saw members of their families again. The trauma of being separated 
forever from kith and kin can hardly be imagined. Most slaves were 
sold at one time or another during their lifetime, and often it was 
when they were young and would bring the highest price. Seldom 
were they sold together in family units of mother, father, and 
children. The separation of family members was common, especially 
after 1820, as whites poured into the Tennessee and Mississippi 
river valleys. In the Louisiana sugar parishes, 70 percent of the 
slaves purchased were male; traders from Virginia and Maryland 
scoured the countryside to send young black men to market. In the 
Upper South, forcible separations probably destroyed one out of 
three first marriages, and one out of three slave children under 
fifteen years of age was probably separated from one or both 
parents.’ As the prices for slaves in the west increased and the 
profits of the interregional trade mounted, men, women, boys, and 
girls were swept into the domestic slave trade. They were bought at 
private sales, auctions, and estate sales; transported to the west; 
and sold at a substantial profit. The buying and selling of children 
ages seven through twelve bore witness to the breaking up of 
families. 


Although many owners denied they would ever engage in such 
practices, speculating in black youngsters was not uncommon. 
“What can be had for two (2) girls number one about seven (7) the 
other nine [?]” a slave trader asked. “I bought today a likely girl, | 
suppose she is 12 year old, 4 ft 10 inches high,” another wrote Betts 
and Gregory, commission merchants in Richmond, Virginia, in 1861. 
“Do you think it a good time to sell. If so | will send her in.” A third 
trader wrote the same firm inquiring if there was “anything doing in 
your negro Markette.” He wanted to know what he could get for “a 
good girl 13 yrs old, one 12 yrs old, and a boy 10 yrs old, or 
wheather there wd be any certainty of my selling them at all.”° 


At its extreme, the speculation involved black babies. In a suit 
filed by a Scott County, Kentucky, woman in 1845 against a Virginia 
trader heading to New Orleans, no mention was made of the parents 
of the two black children. The only relevant information provided was 
that the Kentucky woman had foolishly traded horses for two black 
babies represented as being healthy, one being six or seven months 
old and another who “could almost walk.” In fact, she complained, 
the first child was six weeks old, the other four months old. Both 
were “extremely delicate, sickly and feeble, and it is very doubtful 
whether they can be raised at all.” The black babies were in great 
risk of “dying before they pass the age of childhood, bringing their 
value down to nothing.” It seems doubtful that a trader would carry 
two black babies from Virginia to Kentucky without their mother[s], or 
that the purchaser expected any short-term profits, but whatever the 
specific circumstances, the case shows the devastating impact of the 
domestic slave trade on black families. 


The separation of families was an inherent part of the South’s 
peculiar institution. Sales, trades, transfers, auctions, migration of 
slaveholders meant that mothers were taken from children, wives 
from husbands, children from parents, fathers from sons and 
daughters, and blood kin from one another. “I send you by Aaron all 


of Lucy’s children,” F. L. Hunt of Jackson, Mississippi, wrote a 
woman in Natchez, seeking to settle a debt. “I send them all down to 
be delivered on condition that you release me entirely from the whole 
matter.” They were a “beautiful family of children,” but if they were 
sold separately they could bring “a larger price.” 


The fear of being sold away from family and friends caused 
constant apprehension and worry. When the fateful moment arrived, 
as it often did, slaves pleaded with masters not to separate them 
from loved ones. When their appeals were ignored, slaves began an 
arduous journey away from the connections of their past, away from 
the kinship and family ties that had bound them together, away from 
the places and feelings of their youth. Since most slaves were sold 
at some time during their lifetime, even when they remained in the 
area of their birth they could still experience the grief and misery of 
living apart from loved ones. 


A personal history narrated by Jenny reflected the changes that 
were occurring in the lives of other slaves. Described as “very black” 
and having lost her front teeth, she had been sold and resold at least 
six times by age sixteen or seventeen. She told her life’s story in 
1805 to a Scottsville, Virginia, jailer: she had been “raised” by 
William Gathright of Henrico County, who sold her to a Richmond 
butcher, who sold her to a man named Williamson, who sold her to 
“one Webster” of Buckingham County, who sold her to John 
Campbell of King and Queen County, who “left her” with a free black 
man in Powhatan County. She escaped from him and was later 
arrested and jailed.’ 


Among the many causes of slaves running away, perhaps none 
was more poignant or pervasive than members of families seeking to 
reunite. They ran to neighboring plantations to be with husbands or 
wives, ran away to search for mothers and fathers, and all too often 
in vain for their children. It was especially traumatic for youngsters to 
be sold away from their parents or to see their parents sent away. In 


the Runaway Slave Database [hereinafter known as RSDB; see 
appendix 7] among 505 advertised slaves during the early period 
(1790-1816) whose ages were indicated, 5 percent were under age 
thirteen and 27 percent were teenagers; among 1,047 advertised 
runaways during the later period (1838-60), 4 percent were under 
thirteen and 20 percent were in their teens. '° Thus—at least in the 
five states examined—one out of three and one out of four 
absconders were minors, including many who were either seeking 
their parents or other loved ones. 


Mere rumors of a possible sale could send slaves off and 
running. Slave owners planning to make a sale cautioned members 
of their own family to keep the matter confidential until the bargain 
was sealed to avoid possible flight. One Maryland owner put a mild 
mannered black woman and her child in jail prior to a private sale. 
Judging from the quick response of some slaves, such precautions 
were necessary. Sharper was a field hand working on a plantation 
across the Potomac River from Maryland. The moment he learned 
that he was to be turned over to a slave trader, he bolted out of the 
field and fled to his wife on a neighboring plantation. He remained at 
large nearly seven weeks, but in July 1831, he was apprehended, 
and by September he was on his way to a distant location. When 
she learned of the possible separation of her family in a pending 
sale, the Maryland slave Sophia gathered up her two children and 
ran to the District of Columbia. She too, was apprehended, jailed, 
returned, and auctioned off, along with her children. The money from 
the sale was used to care for her mistress, who, according to court 
records, suffered “great imbecility of mind.” John Jones of Nash 
County, North Carolina, purchased “a negro fellow” and started with 
him to Georgia to sell him when “said negroe ran away” was 
captured and returned home. "' 


The fate of most who absconded to avoid being sold was similar 
to that of Sharper and Sophia. Without time to plan, with few 


provisions, running to locations where slave owners would look first 
—where a spouse, child, or parent lived—most of this group were 
apprehended. Even those who remained out for many months 
discovered that living on the run was extremely difficult. They could 
remain with relatives for only short periods, and slaves on 
neighboring plantations took a substantial risk harboring a fugitive. 
Life on the run meant slaves could not stay in one place long, and 
they were often forced to live by thievery. Even the most resourceful 
among them found that it was difficult to remain undetected. In May 
1799, “a very valuable Negro Fellow” in Charleston, South Carolina, 
was purchased by an upcountry planter. Learning of his fate, he 
immediately bolted from the city. Stealing food from various 
plantations, he remained at large for seventeen months, but in the 
fall of 1800 he was arrested, jailed, charged with burglary, and 
executed. 1? 


It was not only the despair of being separated from loved ones 
that prompted slaves to abscond, but the fear of what awaited them 
in a new location. Purchased by Samuel Linton, who was traveling 
along the Eastern Shore looking for “a few young negroes,” one 
Maryland slave escaped clutching her infant child. A year later she 
was apprehended in Delaware, returned to Maryland, and jailed until 
Linton could come up from South Carolina and take possession of 
his property. As soon as the North Carolina slave Delph learned she 
had been sold to a buyer from the Lower South, she ran away. She, 
too, remained at large for some months and during that time gave 
birth to a child. In fact, she remained hidden so long that by the time 
her new owner located her and the baby a law prohibited him from 
importing them into his native state of South Carolina, even though 
he knew he could “find said Negro and her child in the State of North 
Carolina.” Similarly, a Virginia woman sold to a South Carolina man, 
“Run from him so that he was not able to go for her untill after the 
Act Passed to prohibit the importation of Negros into this State.” She 
eluded him even when he returned to find her, and he was forced to 


purchase two other girls, bringing them “Near the line of this State” 
while seeking permission for entry.'? 


Being sold from a rural to an urban setting, from the Upper to the 
Lower South, from the east to the west, or even short distances 
across a river in the same state could cause enormous pain and 
suffering at the loss of family members. City slaves sent to 
plantations in remote or isolated locations often found the 
adjustments even more difficult. Lymus, a twenty-eight-year-old 
Charleston bricklayer, was sold to Thomas Butler King, a planter on 
St. Simons, a barrier island fronting on the Atlantic Ocean and 
surrounded by salt marshes and tidal streams. A few years later, the 
famous Englishwoman Frances Anne (Fanny) Kemble gave her 
impression of the condition of the slaves on St. Simons: the “filthy 
and wretched” quarters, the meals of corn grits and “small rice” (unfit 
for market), and the “inhumanity of allowing a man to strip and lash a 
woman, the mother of ten children; to exact from her, toil.” Lymus 
discovered as well that the slaves on St. Simons were different from 
himself in dress, manner, beliefs, and speech, speaking Gullah with 
its African rhythm and inflections. A short time after his arrival, he 
managed to escape from the island and was seen on the road going 
from Darien to Savannah. He “will probably endeavor to make his 
way back to Charleston,” King’s agent wrote, hiring himself out at 
plantations along the way. '4 


For a few, even the possibility of such dislocations was too much 
to bear. In 1820, Jane’s Tennessee owner decided to move to 
Missouri. She expressed great unwillingness to leave the state “and 
was very anxious” to be sold “to some person in the neighbourhood.” 
She had grown up in Rutherford County, was very close to her 
mother and siblings, and dreaded the prospect of leaving family and 
friends. She beseeched her owner to sell her to someone in the 
area, but he refused. A few days before she was scheduled to leave, 
she took her master’s horse, rode off, and did not return. What went 


through her mind during the next twenty-four hours is difficult to say: 
Should she hide out? Try to escape? Go to her family for help? The 
following day, the horse was discovered near a mill pond, her shoes 
were set neatly a short distance from the shore, her handkerchief 
tied to the limb of a tree, and her footprints led down to the edge of 
the water. Sixteen days later, Jane’s bloated corpse rose to the 
surface and was found bobbing near the edge of the pond by a local 
farmer.'° 


Loved Ones 


The weeks following a sale were especially traumatic for slaves. 
Shackled and taken away, placed in holding pens, beginning the 
journey to an unknown location, they were driven overland in coffles, 
chained aboard riverboats, or confined to the hold of coastal vessels, 
under the constant surveillance of slave traders. Any attempt to seek 
liberty at this point would be dealt with harshly, as the men who 
conducted the interregional transfer of slaves were intent on 
delivering their human cargo in good condition and at the designated 
time. The passage was nearly unbearable for many slaves. The 
heartbreak of leaving a husband or wife, mother or father, child or 
loved one behind, whom they would probably never see again, 
created feelings of indescribable despair and anguish. 


Even as they were being transported, however, some struggled 
to return to loved ones. Although Moses was only about forty years 
old, he had “a bunch of gray hair on the right side of his head,” and 
when he was taken away from Duplin County, North Carolina, to be 
sold on speculation, he was described as having “a very sullen look.” 
He and another slave were placed in the hands of a trader, but they 
soon escaped. “These Negroes were purchased by me,” a South 
Carolina speculator explained, “for the purpose of trading.” They 
would attempt “to reach their former homes.” Another North Carolina 


slave, Jim, faced a similar situation when he was purchased by slave 
trader Stephenton Page Jr., who had created a speculative 
partnership with two Edgecombe County slave owners. Jim and five 
others were to be taken to Mississippi, but shortly before their 
departure, Jim took off. Upon his return Page tracked down the 
fugitive and then sold him."® 


To escape from slave traders was extremely difficult, but a few 
slaves watched and waited and, when the traders let down their 
guard, struck out on their own. The five who absconded in 1852 from 
J. N. Andrews’s camp near Manchester, Virginia, en route to the 
Lower South, were among the few successful runaway groups in the 
domestic trade. They were not chained together, as usual, and it 
took only a few minutes relaxation on the part of those in charge 
before they realized that the group was missing. An extensive search 
was conducted to no avail. In their early to mid-twenties, the four 
men and woman had recently been purchased from the Baltimore 
slave trading firm of B. M. and Walter L. Campbell, who had a 
reputation for selling “quality merchandise.” Andrews was especially 
tormented by the loss of Leanah, a dark mulatto who was pregnant, 
“supposed to be about four months gone.”'” 


In the early weeks and months after arriving in a new location, 
slaves considered how they might return to their family. For the vast 
majority, it would be impossible, and they were forced to form new 
relationships and try to adjust to a new environment. But others were 
unwilling to accept separation, and almost as soon as they arrived, 
they began to plot their return home. The same day he was sold at 
Stone Fort, Franklin County, Tennessee, twenty-five-year-old 
Anthony, described as “very black—is a trim built, well-set fellow and 
very artful,” set out to return to his family and friends across the 
Appalachian Mountains in Guilford County, North Carolina. He made 
it only the 135 miles to Knoxville before he was apprehended, jailed, 
and retrieved by his new owner. Two months later, in January 1814, 


Anthony set out again, and this time his owner was less sure where 
he might go. He might attempt another homeward journey, vanish 
“into the Indian nation, or possibly go to Nashville.” In June of that 
year, he was still at large."® 


Those who were transported down the Ohio, Mississippi, 
Tennessee, and Cumberland rivers, from the eastern seaboard 
around the tip of Florida and across the gulf, or by land across the 
Appalachian Mountains and down the Natchez Trace experienced 
the profound shock of a new land, new climate, and new culture. 
Arriving in Natchez or New Orleans, slaves from various parts of the 
Upper South were placed in large pens (jails) to await sale. For most 
of them, the final leg of their journey would be to the great 
plantations that lined the rivers and bayous of Louisiana and 
Mississippi. Nearly without exception, they longed to return to their 
homes and families. Elsy had been in New Orleans only three 
months and spoke “nothing but English” when she ran away. By the 
time James, a mulatto in his early thirties, absconded, he had 
learned a little French, but most of his life had been spent in Virginia. 
James “is a native of Virginia,” his new owner said, and “arrived here 
from Norfolk about 7 months ago.” In her early twenties, “stout built 
and large in the family way,” the Tennessee slave Eliza escaped six 
weeks after her arrival. No doubt, the purchaser said, she would 
return to her former plantation. The fifteen-year-old South Carolina 
slave who arrived in New Orleans in 1830 on the Dorade ran off 
soon after his arrival.'? New Orleans owners of recently arrived 
slaves who promptly absconded warned captains of steamboat and 
ocean vessels to keep watch for runaways who might be attempting 
to return to their homes in the upper states. 


Husbands and Wives 


Husbands separated from their wives accounted for a number of 
runaways. A house servant and personal waiter named George was 
on his way to “get to his wife,” his Virginia master said; she belonged 
to a man living near the Lancaster County Court House. He was 
thought to have obtained a forged pass to seek out a new master or 
hire himself to tavern keepers in Fredericksburg, Norfolk, or 
Baltimore. The couple, once reunited, might strike out for New 
England by stowing away on a sailing vessel. Twenty-seven-year-old 
Sam, whose wife was owned by Jesse Parker on White’s Creek in 
Davidson County, Tennessee, ran away, but was later seen at 
Parker's and was “believed to be in that neighborhood yet.”2° 


Other runaways who were separated from their wives were 
similarly spotted at various times “lurking about” plantations or towns 
and cities where their wives lived. The slave Major of Lebanon, 
Wilson County, was “probably lurking about Nashville, as he has a 
wife at Mr. Joseph Wood’s.” A few weeks after he left, the 
Charleston shoemaker Turner (his master called him Zeno) was 
spotted in the neighborhood of Goose Creek, where his wife was a 
slave. The thirty-five-year-old black man was well known about 
Charleston as a fiddler. Another runaway, a field hand in his late 
thirties, was sold to a South Carolina Sea Island planter, but wasted 
only a few weeks before he set out to return to his wife and child on 
a plantation near Georgetown.*! 


Men often went to great lengths and traveled many miles to 
reunite with spouses. The obstacles they faced were often as great 
as the distances involved. Sometimes the quest meant attempting to 
traverse hundreds of miles. Having stolen a silver watch and some 
money, the twenty-two-year-old black man named January vanished 
from his New Orleans owner in May 1839. He could have been 
stolen, his owner H. F. Wade said, but was probably on his way to 
Vicksburg, Mississippi, to be with his wife. The escaped Alabama 
slave Wiley, about thirty-seven years old, would “make his way to 


Tennessee, where he says he has a wife.” In his late thirties, tall and 
dark-skinned, Anthony spoke “remarkably quick when spoken to” 
and was “very intelligent and subtle.” He had been sold to a man in 
Dallas County, Alabama, in 1852 and now was heading back to 
Spartanburg, South Carolina. Anthony had persuaded two slaves to 
join him, and the three probably obtained forged passes “or some 
guarantee to travel with, as they have all taken a week’s provision 
and all their bed clothing and apparel.” Anthony had a wife in South 
Carolina, the owner said, “which seems to be the object of the 
expedition.”22 
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Husbands and wives often found it difficult to abscond together, 
but in this broadside Barney and Elizabeth Grigsby, along with 
Elizabeth’s sister Emily and several unidentified slaves, made off 
in a stolen wagon. How valuable they were to their owners was 


suggested by the large reward and the publication of their escape 
within a few hours after their departure on Christmas Eve. 


Anthony’s “expedition” was only one of many made by male 
slaves in search of their partners. How strong the urge was to 
overcome forced separations can be viewed by the frantic and 
continued attempts of husbands to reunite with their wives by 
running away. Indeed, some slave: became so obsessed with seeing 
their wives that they became oblivious to the most severe 
punishments. While the information about Thomas Taylor, a dark- 
freckled mulatto, is more complete than others, his case was not 
isolated. Sold away from his wife in Natchez down to New Orleans in 
April 1839, Taylor, who was “badly ruptured, and may have on 
Warner’s Patent Truss,” returned to his wife in the same month, but 
was captured, jailed, and returned. In August, he made a second 
attempt and was taken up before he left New Orleans. In October, he 
made a third attempt and was caught in Baton Rouge “on his way to 
Natchez.” To avoid being returned, he lied about the name of his 
owner, but was still returned to the Crescent City. When his owner 
Thomas B. Winston advertised in May 1840—Taylor’s fourth attempt 
in a year—he did so by berating his slave: Taylor appeared “rather 
dull’ in countenance, and Winston offered fifty dollars if captured out 
of state “so that | get him delivered in New Orleans”2° 


The relationship between husbands and wives was used by 
some owners to control their slaves. Granting visiting privileges or 
permitting wives and children to visit husbands on their plantations 
was an advantage few blacks were willing to forsake. Some masters 
refused to permit visitations or required that marriages take place on 
the plantation; when they were permitted, the privilege was tightly 
controlled. But many masters believed that allowing husbands to visit 
their wives (or vice versa) served as a Safety valve against 
discontent. Masters made it a point to know where their slaves’ 


spouses lived, and very often that was the first place they looked 
when husbands were discovered missing. 


Slaves who ran away to be with their wives were embarking on a 
risky and hazardous undertaking. Most were not successful, 
especially if the master knew where the spouse lived. But a few were 
able to avoid capture. When he learned in January 1817 that his wife 
was being taken to another state, North Carolina slave Randol ran 
away from his master in Franklin County, North Carolina. Randol 
was in his mid-twenties, “rather yellow complected,” and his owner 
warned whites not to be taken in by his “humble” demeanor. One 
should look for “marks of shot about his hips, thighs, neck and face, 
and he has been shot at several times.” More than a year later, 
Randol had still not been located by his master.2* 


The runaway Joe did not fare as well. Depicted as “large” and 
“likely,” Joe belonged to William Hutt of Westmoreland County, 
Virginia. He had been at large for several days when a notice went 
out on Christmas Eve 1808 calling for patrols to suppress a rumored 
“Insurrection of Slaves Generally through the State.” Unaware of the 
order, Joe remained hidden in his wife’s cabin on a nearby 
plantation, but shortly before midnight, he was awakened by the 
sound of horses. When a patroller shouted for the slaves to step 
slowly out of their cabin, Joe bolted out the door and sprinted into the 
woods. “We commanded him to stop, but he continued his flight,” a 
member of the patrol testified, and one of the men fired. Joe kept on 
running, however, and the whites thought that he had escaped, until 
they heard the cries of pain coming from the woods and found him 
lying severely wounded in the knee and foot. Two days later, he 
died.2° 


Although few husbands who sought to be with their wives were 
shot and killed, most ended up as did Tom, a Louisiana slave who 
absconded in 1822. On good and reliable intelligence, a magistrate 
in New Orleans explained, he had discovered that Tom was 


“secreted and Concealed” in the chamber of “the Negro Wench 
named Rose who lives in the yard of the house of Madam Cormick in 
Custom house Street.” The magistrate ordered a constable to go to 
the residence and bring the slave “forthwith before me or Some other 
Magistrate of this City, to be dealt with according to law.”2° 


Wives seeking to reunite with their husbands also ran away ina 
number of instances. Since children were the property of the 
mother’s owner when they were born, it was more difficult for women 
than men to seek out their spouses. This, however, did not deter 
female slaves whose children had been sold, who were childless, or 
whose children were grown or owned by other slaveholders from 
setting out to find their partners. Owned by a woman in Jefferson 
Parish, Louisiana, Jane ran away on a number of occasions to be 
with her slave husband, John Brown, in New Orleans. Brown, a self- 
hired cook owned by David Bidwell, rented rooms and houses in 
“unfrequented portions of the City, for the purpose of more 


effectually concealing the whereabouts of the said slave woman.”2/ 


The poignant and heart-wrenching stories of women being sold 
away from their partners and running back to find them are 
numerous. Alone or clutching their children, they hid in the woods or 
on neighboring plantations, secluding themselves to be near their 
husbands. Shortly after being sold, the South Carolina slave Sally, 
easily identified by her remarkably “square and flat” face, headed 
straight to Parker’s Ferry and the plantation where her husband 
lived. Another slave, Nelly, owned by Isham Lowery, the captain of a 
coastal sloop running from Ashepoo to Charleston, left her master’s 
plantation near Pototaligo and went straight to her husband, who 
concealed her for more than six months.2® 


Usually, though, those who went in search of their husbands 
were likely to remain at large only for brief periods, especially if they 
decided to take their children. Sold at auction by a man from Virginia, 
the forty-year-old Elvy and her two-year-old baby, Mary, were carried 


off by her new owner, but a short time later, she ran off with her 
child. The new owner said that “The above slaves are thought to be 
harbored in the neighborhood of the Old Church, in the lower end of 
Hanover county, and in the neighborhood of Dr. Webb’s in the upper 
end of Essex, at which place she has a husband.” The Virginia 
mulatto Martha, about thirty years old, was bought and sold twice, 
once to a commission house and once at auction, before she was 
transported to Bedford County. Originally from Chesterfield County, 
she left her master with a forged pass and took her nine-month-old 
infant. The owner believed she would return to Chesterfield County 
to be with her husband.79 


As with their husbands, the treks made by female slaves were 
sometimes lengthy. Thirty-five-year-old Lucretia fled from her owner 
George R. Gibbons in Bridgewater, Rockingham County, Virginia, to 
be with her husband, Henry Long, who lived about one hundred and 
fifty miles to the east near the Farnham Church in Richmond County. 
A notice in the Richmond Enquirer in 1805 regarding Nancy, another 
Virginia slave, did not indicate her reason for running, but it was 
nonetheless obvious. She and her nine-month-old son had been sold 
away from her owner Laurence Ashton of King George County, who 
lived near the Potomac River, to Littleton Sims, a slaveholder in 
Greenville County, Virginia, located on the North Carolina border. 
Nancy got only halfway to her new home when she ran off. The man 
who bought her said she was heading back to her former home. She 
could be identified by “a very bad burn on the right side of her 
face.”30 


So deep were the bonds between some runaway wives and 
husbands that occasionally slave owners acquiesced in their desire 
to be together. Wenny and Easter, two slaves belonging to a woman 
in Northumberland County, Virginia, had attempted to escape during 
the War of 1812, but had been captured and sent to the western 
county of Rockingham. After the war, the two women, who had been 


hired out, had each found a husband, and Wenny had given birth to 
a baby boy named Isaac. It was the slaveholder’s belief that Easter 
was “very much opposed to being separated from” her husband and 
if brought back would probably abscond. In the end, the owner 
yielded to the wishes of the slaves, selling them to masters in the 
west. Among those attracted to the western lands in Alabama was 
South Carolina planter John Garlington, who in 1833 decided to 
send a group of his slaves to that state, including the wife of a man 
who belonged to a trust established for the benefit of a neighbor’s 
wife. “The boy had a great affection for his wife,” the white woman’s 
trustee said, “and had run away apparently determined on trying at 
all events” to remain with his wife. He anticipated that Abram, the 
slave, would cause “great trouble” if the two were separated. Another 
observer said that Abram had already run away once to see his wife 
and would probably do so in the future. “Garlington being about to 
send off this wench with other negroes to the State of Alabama 
Proposed buying the boy Abram.” The trustee, after consulting with 
the owner and petitioning the court, sold Abram to Garlington for 
$650. The slave couple then went to Alabama together.*" 


Attempting to escape with a spouse was nearly as hazardous as 
running away with children. While there were only two people to 
feed, care for, seclude, and disguise, a black man and woman 
attempting to board a boat, riding horses, or even walking along 
roads together, often attracted attention. Such was the case of Isaac 
and Mary, who were quickly overtaken in Concordia Parish, 
Louisiana, in 1833 by a slave catcher named Joseph Bradshaw, who 
said that he “took them up in the public highway about 10 miles from 
the Town of Vidalia.” Similarly, Caesar and Eliza made off from 
Edmund W. Watkins of Warren County, North Carolina, in the 
summer of 1852, but their master was in close pursuit. They were 
heading for Virginia, where Eliza had once lived, he said. “These 


negroes being man and wife,” Watkins added, “will doubtless remain 
together.”°2 

Whether a man and woman were husband and wife or merely ran 
away together was not indicated in some runaway advertisements, 
but often their relationship can be inferred from other information. 
The two slaves who were captured in Overton County, Tennessee, 
in December 1837 were described as “a fellow about six feet high, 
ordinary complexion, heavy and well made, quick and prompt in 
speech, open and good countenance, about 25 years of age, a 
Woman about 26 years old, common size, yellow complexion, open 
and intelligent countenance.” They belonged to the estate of Samuel 
Hopson in Bedford County, Virginia, and they had run away together 
in August, crossed the Appalachian Mountains, and journeyed to 
Middle Tennessee. They remained together during the four months 
they were at large. Caesar’s owner thought it strange that his thirty- 
five-year-old slave baker and bread carrier in New Orleans ran away 
about the same time as did a black woman who belonged to a 
planter near the city. He suspected, however, that the couple were 
man and wife. Nor did the St. Charles Parish plantation owner 
Chevalier Delhommer state the relationship between his twenty-five- 
year-old “creole borne negroe” woman and his twenty-five-year-old 
“dark complexion mulattoe” man who ran away at nearly the same 
time in the winter of 1830. Similarly, the New Orleans brothers who 
owned Frederick, a handsome thirty-year-old “griffe,” did not know 
whether he had taken his wife and their daughter, who was “very 
smart for her age,” but they supposed he had because they all came 
up missing at the same time.°*° 

Among the husbands and wives who ran away together, there 
were touching stories of love and devotion. In 1832, Aric, or Azic, 
and his wife Betsey, both about thirty years old and “a long time in 
the country,” set out from a plantation in St. Charles Parish, 
Louisiana, for New Orleans. They both spoke fluent French and 


English, Aric was dark skinned and Betsey was a mulatto. The 
couple was apprehended, jailed, and returned, but two months later 
they set out together again. Bob, a Mississippi slave, was a large 
man, about six feet tall, and strongly built. At age thirty, he was 
proud and dignified, wearing his hair plaited in locks on either side of 
his head, and he called himself Robert Gilmore. When Vina—a few 
years younger, dark, quick spoken, and attractive—was brought from 
St. Louis, the two fell in love. In the summer of 1839, they made 
plans to escape. When they fled together in September of that year 
their owner, Mordecai Baldwin, a ferry operator and landowner in 
Hinds County, thought they might have been stolen but gradually 
became convinced that the husband and wife ran away together. 
More than nine months later, they remained at large.*4 


Mothers and Children 


It was not known whether other slave women absconding with their 
children were searching for their husbands or were simply attempting 
to get away or “get back home.” The proportion of females fleeing 
with their offspring in the total runaway population was small, but 
they bore silent testimony to the indomitable spirit of those who 
rejected slavery. Pleasants took with her four children—Billey, Catey, 
Joe, and James—when she set out. The record does not show 
whether the four naked slaves were her children when they were 
captured and put in the Surry County, Virginia, jail. It does show, 
however, that Pleasants’s owner did not want to claim her or the 
children and that while in jail she gave birth to another child. Perhaps 
as punishment, Pleasants was forced to languish in jail for a year 
with the children and baby. In 1826, Lazette, or Elizabeth, a South 
Carolina slave, avoided being jailed, but her owner seemed not to be 
worried. She would not get far, he said in the Charleston Mercury, 
with a six-month-old baby.°° 


Mothers who departed with their children confronted special 
difficulties. It was not easy to feed, clothe, care for, and protect 
children while on the run. The physical burden of carrying babies or 
youngsters four or five years of age was extreme, while the seven- 
or eight-year-olds had trouble keeping up and often tired quickly. 
One runaway mother took her child despite his being “sick with a 
sore mouth and cannot speak.” Mothers themselves often suffered 
from maladies. Thirty-year-old Matilda, a New Orleans black who 
absconded in 1832 with her seven-year-old son, had a tumor on the 
side of her neck. A number of the women who ran away with their 
children were city slaves or had recently arrived in the city. They 
planned to hide out, get to a suburb, or sneak aboard a sailing craft 
or steamboat. The owner of Jenny, a mulatto servant who departed 
from his house in the French Quarter carrying her two-and-a-half- 
month-old baby, would, the owner believed, attempt to embark on a 
steamboat.°© 

Pregnant women also ran away. Twenty-one-year-old Lucille, a 
Louisiana woman who set out in 1833, was “in an advanced stage of 
pregnancy.” “The captains of vessels are requested not to give her 
shelter,” the New Orleans widow who owned her threatened, “under 
the pain provided by law” to punish the captains. Nancy was seven 
or eight months pregnant and was limping because of a sore toe 
when she ran away in 1834, shortly before Christmas. Twenty-eight- 
year-old Jane, or Jinny, a mulatto slave, was “with child” when she 
absconded in 1835. The runaway Martha Ann, Virginia slave owner 
John J. Minter said in 1850, “expects to be confined in six or eight 
weeks.” He had purchased Martha Ann—an eighteen-year-old 
mulatto—only two months before.’ 


Perhaps even more heartrending were children running away to 
find their mothers and fathers. Their chances of success were very 
remote, as eight-, nine-, ten-, and eleven-year-olds usually wandered 
in vain seeking their parents. Invariably they were caught and 


returned to their owners. By the time they reached their early to mid- 
teens, however, their chances had improved but only slightly. The 
runaway notices did not usually mention the motives of slaves who 
absconded, but for youngsters, the owners surmised that they were 
attempting to follow a mother or father or uncle or aunt or 
grandparent who had been sold. How Peter, age fourteen or fifteen, 
made it from the farm in northern Virginia to the mountains of 
Alabama without being detected seems a remarkable feat in itself. 
He was jailed in Tallapoosa County, however, and the jailer sent a 
letter to a Richmond newspaper asking his owner “to come forward, 
prove his property, pay expenses and take him away.” Nothing was 
said about why the youngster was running toward the heart of the 
deep South, but it surely had to do with a search for his family.°° 


It was more certain why Littleton, about fourteen or fifteen, ran 
away from his owner Mark Robertson Cockrill, the famous Marino 
sheep breeder in Davidson County, Tennessee. He headed across 
the Appalachian Mountains to be with his mother in Virginia. He 
would almost surely lie about his name and about the name of his 
owner, Cockrill said. “I expect he has started to Richmond, Va., 
where he was raised.” Even though the notice appeared in both the 
Tennessee Republican Banner and the Knoxville Register, neither 
apparently did any good. Eight months later, the teenager was still at 
large.°9 


Families and Relatives 


Occasionally, siblings or father-son, father-daughter combinations 
ran away.*° The newspaper advertisement telling about a father and 
daughter in Virginia, was very unusual. “STOP THE RUNAWAYS,” the 
Richmond Enquirer commanded in 1806. The father, Jim, age about 
thirty-five or forty, and Sally, age thirteen or fourteen, set out from 
the Big Otter River, fifteen miles west of Lynchburg, in Campbell 


County. The man was described as “little light complected” and the 
girl as “tolerably bright complected.” The owner believed that they 
would attempt “to pass as free man and wife.”*' 


Learning that a loved one was in danger, injured, near death, or 
had died sent slaves running, sometimes great distances. Such 
flights were often unplanned and could prove perilous. In such 
cases, masters usually knew not only where to look but the reason 
for the slaves’ absconding. Burton had been separated from his 
mother for many years, and at age thirty, he had come to accept the 
difficulties of gaining permission to visit her in Mills Point, Kentucky, 
about sixty miles north of where he lived in Cherryville, Tennessee. 
In 1838 when he learned that his mother had died, Burton fled, and 
his master was certain he was heading for Kentucky to grieve with 
his stepfather. In 1824, Maryland planter Thomas Lynch purchased 
Michael, already in his forties. Michael had lived in the area his entire 
life, and his wife lived nearby. Following a violent storm that 
destroyed plantation buildings, sheds, and fences, Michael, his 
owner complained, “left my crops to the risk of the hogs and cattle to 
goe to see his wife.” He was not whipped, but after another absence 
to see her, Michael was sold.*2 


Perhaps the most difficult task was for an entire family—husband, 
wife, children, grandparents, grandchildren—to try to escape 
together. Collecting food, clothing, and other necessities before 
leaving, coordinating the time and place for the getaway, and 
traveling in a group without being detected were only a few of the 
obstacles entire families faced. When youngsters were involved, it 
took great energy and ingenuity on the part of the parents to provide 
for their transportation and sustenance. The larger the group, the 
greater the possibility of being observed. Parents had to assist 
youngsters, remain calm, and convey a mood of confidence. It was 
necessary to remain positive and encouraging despite the constant 
dangers. Nevertheless, families did leave together, and while they 


rarely made it to freedom, some were able to find refuge for 
extended periods. 


In most instances runaway families included a husband and wife 
and one or two children. Other than their remarkable courage, the 
family groups differed in age, color, skills, literacy, and appearance. 
The family that absconded from Carthage, Tennessee, on the 
Cumberland River above Nashville, included twenty-eight-year-old 
Bob, his eighteen-year-old wife Hester, and their twenty-month-old 
daughter, who all rode off on their owner’s large bay mare. They took 
with them a new saddle and “two large bundles.” The master of a 
South Carolina slave Maria, a “fine tall mulatto” age about thirty, 
painted a unique picture of members of a runaway family in 1828: 
Maria left her owner on a Saturday, taking her two children— 
Adelaide, about seven years old and “almost white,” and James, 
about six years old and “coal black.” Accompanied by her literate 
black husband, Henderson, they possessed a forged pass to travel 
to another county. The three slaves who absconded from a Maury 
County plantation in 1840 included Allen, upwards of forty years old, 
advertised as a bright mulatto with hazel eyes who could read and 
write “a little” and had “no grey hairs about him”; his wife Cassy, a 
large woman nearly forty years of age, a dark mulatto who had lost 
her front teeth; and their grey-eyed daughter Emily, a “bright mulatto” 
about twenty-two years old.*% 


Usually it was the fear of being separated that prompted families 
to run away. Those who had lived for many years in one area felt 
great pain when they were sold away, even in the very rare 
instances when families were sold or transferred as a unit. A slave 
named July waited two years after being taken with his loved ones to 
South Carolina before he escaped with his wife Dolly and their four 
children, ranging in age from infancy to eleven years, back to North 
Carolina. They had previously been sold to a planter on the Black 
River, near Georgetown, and now they would try to make it back 


home, their owner said, where July was “well acquainted at different 
plantations.” Frank and Charlotte and their four children—Morris, age 
sixteen; Eliza, age fourteen; Lydia, age about ten; Rosabelle, age 
two—felt a similar pain of separation when they were sold in an 
estate sale in 1824, even though they went to a planter in the same 
state. “Frank is thin and short; Charlotte is thick, heavy and clumsy, 
a long yellowish face, and a large scar on her upper lip,” Cox said in 
a South Carolina newspaper. The parents and their four children had 
glided silently away in a boat late one Saturday night, he added; they 
went to join up with the other slaves sold in the same estate sale.** 


If it was problematic for family groups to remain at large 
indefinitely, it was virtually impossible for larger groups coming from 
different families or groups of relatives to avoid recapture. Yet such 
groups made attempts. On the 6 December 1814, eleven slaves ran 
away from the plantation of James Austin, near the mouth of Stones 
River in Davidson County, Tennessee. They included Charles, 
Becky, and their three children; Nancy and her daughter, Betty and 
her son and two daughters; a woman named Hannah; and two 
younger girls. The relationship among them was not specified, but 
their ages and descriptions suggest kinship ties.*° 


One remarkable example occurred 25 May 1839, when a forty- 
six-year-old black woman Lettus and her husband George, also in 
his forties, and their three children—Adam, Susan, and Beny— 
absconded from a plantation in Jefferson County, Florida. They took 
Susan’s one-year-old child Lettus, George’s granddaughter, and a 
ten-year-old girl named Liz, whose relationship to the family was not 
revealed. The seven slaves, described as “very black,” were owned 
by three masters. The runaway notice said that George was an 
“intelligent fellow” who had been in “charge of his master’s affairs.” 
The family set out from near Monticello, the county seat located ten 
miles south of the Georgia border, but whites believed they would be 
moving west and might try to get to Louisiana. The first two owners 


said that George “stole” his family. They were still at large a month 
later.48 


Assistance 


Slaves who remained “at large” for weeks or months were often 
harbored or assisted by family members or relatives. This, of course, 
could be hazardous for those who provided assistance. It was very 
difficult to keep other slaves from knowing about secreted runaways, 
and on small plantations or estates with especially diligent 
overseers, Outsiders were easily uncovered. Nonetheless, slaves ran 
to family members, sometimes long distances, and found temporary 
refuge. Some owners knew that their bondspeople were being 
“harbored by their relatives” but were still unable to find them. Ned, 
his wife Bella, and their three children—Beck, age fourteen; Abel, 
age twelve; and Robert, age three—ran away from a plantation on 
the South Santee River, South Carolina. They had been sold from 
the Vanderhorst estate in Christ Church Parish and absconded 
within a few days. Absent for more than a year, their owner was 
convinced that they were still in the neighborhood, protected and 
hidden by relatives and acquaintances. The husband had even been 
spotted making trips to Charleston for supplies.*’ 


It is clear that some runaways had a network of black friends and 
loved ones from whom they could expect assistance. The mulatto 
Julius was a sawyer, rough carpenter, and fairly good cooper who 
lived near Williamsburg, Virginia. When he set out in 1806, his owner 
thought he might go either to the plantation of Richard Byrd in York 
County to be near his wife, to the city of Williamsburg “where he is 
acquainted,” or to King William County, where he had previously 
lived and still had “connections.” The “likely mulatto woman” Kitty, of 
Henrico County, was married to a black man, James, a hired slave 
who lived near the coal pits. When they ran away together in 1808, 


the owners said the couple had three choices to find refuge: the 
husband had a “good many relations” in Chesterfield and Powhatan 
counties; both were “very intimate” with the slaves on Augustine 
Davis’s plantation in Henrico; and they could find refuge with Kitty’s 
father and mother, owned by Jesse Smith, also of Henrico. The 
parents of Kitty were “both very artful and designing, and as her 
mother has more influence than generally falls to the lot of slaves, 
she may perhaps be concealed by her.”48 


When he left the Cumberland Iron Works in Stewart County, 
Tennessee, the hired slave Charles went straight to Nashville, where 
his slave brother lived. The brother, Charles’s owner said, was 
owned by “a man by the name of Beaty, on Water street.” Charles 
was still at large two months after he allegedly arrived in the city. The 
Alabama owner of the slave Jim, alias Armstead, knew exactly 
where Jim might go when he left riding a pacing horse in 1838: he 
would head either for New Orleans or Nashville. The owner, George 
W. Lane of Limestone County, said that Jim had been raised in 
Nashville, had many friends there, and his free black mother, who 
had married Wilson Davis, lived there. Jim had spent several years 
in New Orleans and had friends there as well.*9 The destinations of 
other slaves were similar: they ran away to parents, grown children, 
relatives, and friends. 


But owners were not always as confident as Jim’s. The runaway 
Reuben of Giles County, Tennessee, in his early twenties, was 
probably heading to visit his mother in Smithland, Kentucky, but his 
owner could not be certain. Born about 1819 in Salem, Kentucky, 
Reuben had been raised in the Bluegrass State; carried to Jackson, 
Arkansas, where he lived for several years and had relatives; and 
sold into Tennessee in his mid- to late teens. He had run away 
before, his owner said, and had found employment on a Cumberland 
River steamboat, trading on the Mississippi to New Orleans. The 
owner sent his advertisement to the Smithland Times and the Little 


Rock Advocate. Caesar, “a likely black fellow’—owned by a man in 
St. John’s Berkley, South Carolina, sold to Henry Carnes of 
Georgetown, sold again to a man in Charleston—was “country born.” 
His mother, however, was a slave in Charleston, as were other 
relatives who might be harboring him. Another Charleston slave, a 
house servant, Peter, ran away without reason except that he had 
allegedly committed “a fault,” and his owner said he would “probably 
go in the country, (near Ashepoo) where he has some relations.”°° 


Runaways were not only assisted by relatives in slavery, but 
were also helped by kin who were free. Although some mothers had 
become free, their children who were born before they were 
emancipated were, of course, slaves. There are examples, 
nevertheless, of free mothers attempting to assist their children who 
were still slaves. This, too, was dangerous. It could mean that the 
free blacks involved could be returned to bondage. Yet a large 
percentage of the free black population lived in cities or were 
separated from whites in farming areas. Their ability to take in a 
fugitive without drawing attention was better than for slaves who 
were in proximity to whites. 


The owner of Euphemie had purchased her in her mid-teens from 
an estate sale in St. Landry Parish and taken her to New Orleans. It 
was very probable, the owner said when she ran away, that she 
would make her way back to the area near Opelousas, where her 
free mother and free sisters lived. Instructions were sent to the 
Opelousas Gazette to carry the notice of Euphemie’s desertion. The 
owner of Sarah described her as a handsome young woman with 
yellow skin, broad face, and large full eyes. Sarah wore an attractive 
calico frock with long white sleeves, black beads, earrings, and a 
handkerchief tied high on her head, when she ran away in December 
1825 to be with her mother, Bess Mcintosh, a free woman of color 
who lived along Swinton’s Alley in Charleston. Another South 
Carolina slave, twenty-five-year-old Will, a hand on the schooner 


Charlotte running the South Santee River, fled in 1826. His master 
believed he was heading for the residence of his free black father, 
John Townsend, who also lived in Charleston.°" 


There were also older slaves who absconded to be with loved 
ones. It was just as painful for slaves in their thirties, forties, and 
fifties to be separated from loved ones as for younger blacks— 
perhaps more so. Prior to his sale following the death of his owner, 
the fifty-year-old Virginia gardener Jack elicited a promise from his 
new owner, a gentleman planter in Amherst County, that he would 
be permitted to visit his free black wife in Richmond on a regular 
basis. “Jack has thought proper to abuse this indulgence,” his owner 
complained, “by not returning to his master.” Eight months later Jack 
was still abusing “this indulgence.” The owner placed two different 
notices seeking his return. He was probably hiding out near 
Manchester, Chesterfield County, where his wife’s friends lived, said 
the first notice; he was well-known around Richmond, had free 
connections in Chesterfield County, or might be hiding in the vicinity 
of Williamsburg, added the second.°2 


New Orleans, with its large free black population, was a favorite 
destination for runaway slaves seeking help from free black relatives. 
Slave owners in the city frequently noted in their advertisements that 
their slaves “in all probability” would be hiding out in the city or a 
suburb with a free black mother, daughter, father, son, or relative. 
The owner of thirty-eight-year-old Eugenie was sure she was being 
harbored in the neighborhood where her mother, a free black, lived. 
A dark-colored creole slave in the city who spoke French and “a little 
English” was absent for three months when her owner, N. Wilkinson, 
said that an unidentified man had stopped at his residence and said 
he had seen her in the city. “She has a free colored man for husband 
and is no doubt harbored by him,” the owner said through the 
columns of the New Orleans Picayune in 1840. He requested that 
the man who had provided the intelligence “call again.” When the 


owner of William, a twenty-three-year-old New Orleans slave, 
refused to grant him his wish to be sold “to an individual of Louisville 
to whom he formerly belonged” so he could be near his kin, William 
ran away. Later, the owner discovered that William’s brother, a free 
black person, was crewman aboard the steamboat Watchman that 
“left here on the day and hour of his [William’s] going.”°? 


Occasionally, free relatives in the North plotted to free family 
members remaining in bondage. Free blacks who had either 
escaped themselves or obtained freedom in other ways were 
reluctant to return to the South. But there were other ways. Literate 
fugitive William Smith of Cincinnati, Ohio, communicated with a white 
man in Kentucky about what it might take to free his family. “I have 
the necessary papers for Andy and $15.00 You will please direct him 
as you think best,” Smith wrote S. Pemberton in 1842. If Pemberton 
could somehow get him out of the “immediate neighborhood,” 
perhaps there was a chance of escape. “Please write me whether 
Mr. Smith designs settling in that country or not and what he intends 
doing with my wife and child.” Smith had considered going himself 
and also “trying to buy them,” but had ruled out both options, the 
latter because “times are so hard at present.” “Please do your utmost 
to secure the escape of Andy and the blessing of a grateful father 
rest upon you.”°* 


Most runaway slaves who were assisted in various ways by free 
relatives were recaptured and returned to bondage. It was extremely 
difficult for them to remain for lengthy periods with free relatives, 
both because of the economic strains it put on the free black families 
and the fear of relations being caught and prosecuted for harboring 
fugitives. There were very few examples of success, but in the case 
of one Indiana free black man, luck was on his side, at least up to a 
point. As the father and grandfather of a family of Kentucky slaves, 
he assisted his son, his daughter, and his grandchildren in escaping 
from bondage. All of them had “fled from servitude & most likely will 


be lost,” the guardian of an estate that contained another son, 
William, explained. The free black father had planned and facilitated 
the flight of the family members and was secretly endeavouring to 
help his last son escape. The guardian’s information had been 
received from “a free man of color who communicated to him the 
news of the said Williams intended departure.” To prevent the loss of 
his ward’s property, the white man took twenty-five-year-old William 
to the Jefferson County jail in Louisville and petitioned the Circuit 
Court for permission to sell the slave. With unprecedented swiftness, 
the court ruled the same day that William was “disposed to escape 
from servitude and will likely be a total loss to the estate” and should 
be sold.°° 


Lost Forever 


While some runaways ran away as a family, others were forced to 
leave loved ones behind. It was often a crisis—the notification that a 
family member would be sold, the failure of an owner to keep his 
word, the death of a master—that sparked this response. The 
voluntary family breakups, however, were as much a part of the 
runaway phenomenon as seeking out relatives. “One of our family,” 
a Tennessee slave recalled, “was picked up somewhere above 
Louisville in Kentucky.” Henry Thomas’s mother had planned his 
escape from Nashville, when she learned he was about to be sold. 
Placed in irons and housed in the local jail, Thomas escaped the first 
night. He worked off his ankle irons, sneaked down the river, 
unfastened a yawl, and sculled out into the river. “The night was 
cold,” his brother later recalled. “[He] headed the Yawl down stream, 
Sculled over the falls and made the Indiana shore. There he found a 
man who freed his hands.” At the time, about 1834, Henry Thomas 
was in his mid-teens; he never saw his mother again, although she 
lived another fifteen years, dying of cholera in Nashville in 1849.°° 


Thomas's plight was not unusual for runaways. Many others left 
their parents behind in slavery. Others were forced to leave parents 
who were free. Twenty-four-year-old Celeste, the daughter of a St. 
Louis slave, had been promised her freedom following the death of 
her master. So, too, had her mother and brothers and sisters. When 
the white woman who owned them died, however, most of the family 
were kept in bondage. The owner’s husband, who inherited the 
slaves, freed only the mother and sold the children, including 
Celeste. Hired out as a chambermaid on Mississippi River 
steamboats, she lived with her mother in St. Louis during layovers, 
but when it became apparent the owner planned to sell her to the 
“Southern Market” for prostitution, she left her mother and fled to 
Chicago.°’ 

What went through a mother’s mind having to part with a son or 
daughter in such a manner is difficult to imagine, but she could draw 
some satisfaction from the fact that the children had made it to 
freedom. In many cases, parents did not know whether or not 
runaway children were successful. They feared the worst and were 
constantly thinking about a lost child. The mother of an eighteen- 
year-old South Carolina slave named Poll actually beseeched her 
owner to offer a reward for the return of her runaway son. Alexander 
England of Charleston and St. Paul’s Parish obliged the woman, 
“who feels much about her boy,” and put up twenty dollars for his 
return. Poll, he said, was “a foolish Negro” whose services were “of 
no account,” but his mother was filled with anxiety and sorrow, as he 
had been missing six months. England called upon the “friends of 
humanity” to keep watch out for him. The slave had one eye partially 
closed, was often found along Parker’s Ferry Road, and might have 
been carried to Walter-borough.°® 


The obverse was a curious turn when parents ran away leaving 
children with the master. Mothers who left without their offspring 
often felt pain and remorse for many years. Wearing a sunbonnet 


and a dark calico dress, Eliza, a thirty-five-year-old New Orleans 
slave, left two children at her owner’s residence. Twenty-one-year- 
old Lucretia also left her two children behind when she absconded in 
1841 wearing a dark frock, a dark handkerchief on her head, and an 
old pair of black stockings. Her master said she had a scar on the 
back of her neck and sulked when spoken to by whites.°9 


Neither distance nor time could erase the memories family 
members had for one another. For some, it meant attempting to 
traverse great distances. “STOP THE RUNAWAY. FIFTY DOLLARS REWARD,” 
an advertisement in the Tennessee Gazette read. “Eloped from the 
subscriber living near Nashville, on the 25th of June last [1804], a 
Mulatto Man Slave, about thirty years old, six feet and an inch high, 
stout made and active, talks sensible, stoops in his walk, and has a 
remarkable large foot, broad across the root of the toes.” Although 
the slave remained anonymous, the famous subscriber, Andrew 
Jackson, knew his slave well. He had obtained “some means” in the 
way of “certificates,” would try to pass as a free man, and was 
headed for upper Louisiana or the town of Detroit, across from 
Canada, where he had family relations.©° 


For other runaways, even being thwarted on several attempts 
over many years did not dim strong family memories. The slave Billy, 
or Will, had lived and worked in Albemarle County for ten or twelve 
years when he broke away. Striking out to the west across the Blue 
Ridge Mountains, thence northward up the Shenandoah Valley, he 
was captured in Rockingham County and jailed, having made it only 
one-third of the distance to Winchester, where he had grown up. His 
owner noted that Billy had not seen his mother or other family 
members in a decade, but when he broke out of jail in Harrisonburg, 
his master thought “he will make towards Winchester.”©' 


For most slaves, the yearning to reunite with mothers, fathers, 
children, and other kin seemed never to diminish. The twenty-two- 
year-old slave Isaac, owned by a man in Gallatin, Tennessee, no 


doubt possessed “something purporting to be free papers,” and he 
probably absconded to see his mother, who lived on nearby Drake’s 
Creek. Forty-five-year-old Polly, “rather thick set” and “partially gray,” 
had lived in Richmond, Virginia, most of her life until she was traded 
to New Orleans. When she absconded, her new owner thought she 
would be “seeking passage to Virginia,” where she had been raised. 
Her features were “well formed,” the master said, but she seemed 
sad, despairing, and frowned constantly. Nor was Polly alone in her 
dejection after being sent to locations far away from family and 
friends. The desperate efforts of slaves to return to kinfolk often met 
with failure, but they never relinquished hope.° 


The letter of a fugitive living in Canada in 1850 reveals the depth 
of despair felt by some former slaves. Through a friend, Thomas 
Right wrote his wife and children about his escape, his new life in 
freedom, his belief in Providence, and his yearnings to see them 
again.®° 


| wish you to tell All that wantes to know how | made my ascape 
That | made it in the knight when the Moon was goin away an 
their was not yet To see but god and it was throw him that | made 
my ascape and throw him that | am Know gitting along.... | feel 
happy in my ascape untill | thinkes about my Wife and | hope that 
you bouth will talke to her and tell Her to be not dichampiond 
[discouraged] for | thinck That | Shall See you again. Tell him to 
tell her if she is not sole at Chrismous She mus let me know how 
She an the Childrens are gatting a long. 


Perhaps no aspect of slavery was more painful than the 
separation of loved ones. Few families—husbands, wives, and 
children—were sold together. The domestic slave trade wreaked 
havoc on stable family life, and the sale of individual slaves away 
from parents, children, and loved ones occurred regularly nearly 


everywhere in the South. Most slaves were not able to thwart the will 
of owners who sought to dispose of their property in distant markets, 
but a significant number responded by running away. In the end, 
these attempts were largely futile, as those seeking members of their 
families were captured, arrested, returned, sold, or transferred. But if 
the breakup of families revealed the callous nature of many slave 
traders, it also bore silent testimony to the desperate attempts to 
maintain family unity in the midst of constant assault on its stability. 
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4 
A Matter of Some Urgency 


AN INVENTORY OF THE BON RIDGE PLANTATION in Catahoula Parish, 
Louisiana, in 1852, included eleven head of mules, six horses, eighty 
cattle, sixty hogs, tools, wagons, carts, yokes, ploughs, coupling 
chains, a log chain, a double-barreled shotgun, muskets, a rifle, and 
twenty-nine “head of negroes.” The inventory was conducted 
following the death of Absalom Sharp, a migrant from Pennsylvania 
who had built his fortune in the cotton country around Natchez using 
the labor of slaves. At the time of his death in 1851, the sixty-six- 
year-old planter owned two sizeable estates, one in Adams County, 
Mississippi, and Bon Ridge." 

Obviously, there were serious problems on the plantation even 
when Sharp was alive. They became accelerated following his 
death, and his wife Clarissa, unable to control the slaves, invested 
considerable power in the hands of overseers. In 1852, F. W. Ford, 
the overseer, described just how serious the problems were. 


| was compel to day to shoot the boy Moses to save my own life 
[for Moses showed] a great deal of impudence rushed upon me 
and | give him the whole load in his left arm he fell back a little 
and then rushed upon me again, and | give him the barrel of my 
gun over the head but could not knock him down or conquer him 
until he lost so much blood that he could not help himself. 


The slave was not badly wounded, the overseer noted, “nor is he 
conquered yet.” Unconquered, too, was another slave among the 
twenty-nine “head of negroes” on Bon Ridge. Andy ran away in 
September but was captured by the sheriff in Franklin Parish, sixty- 
five miles to the north. Despite these problems, overseer Ford 
reported, the fall harvest would yield one hundred and fifty bales of 
cotton.2 


The next year, Ford reported that Andy ran away again, this time 
taking a mule. “I think he will make for Winsbourough [Franklin 
Parish] as he formed a good many acquaintances up there last 
year,” the overseer noted. Ford realized now how Andy had traveled 
such a distance in so short a time during his previous escape. “If you 
recolect | wrote to you last fall that | had lost a horse,” he explained. 
Moses had been placed in charge of the horses and mules and had 
reported a horse dead. “I thought no more about it until Andy carried 
off this mule and then | recolected the horse was missing the same 
time that he was!” 


But the difficulties with Moses and Andy paled in comparison with 
the problems confronted by Duncan Skinner, Ford’s successor at 
Bon Ridge. Skinner responded to the restiveness among the hands 
by wielding the whip. He flailed slaves virtually every evening, at 
least until he became so exhausted he could not continue. Standing 
at a window one evening at dusk, a visitor heard the pop of the 
rawhide and cries of anguish and asked a slave named Henderson 
about the “fuss in the quarter.” The slave replied that it was only 
Skinner whipping the slaves—‘it is no uncommon thing here.” The 
visitor, John McAllin, who viewed Skinner as a rival for the hand of 
Clarissa Sharp, was later reported to have told Henderson: “Well, if | 
was you boys, | would get rid of that Man.”* 


Whether or not McAllin made this suggestion, three slaves— 
Henderson, Reuben, and Anderson—did, in fact, conspire to “get rid 
of that Man.” One night shortly before dawn, they crept into the 


overseer’s house, tiptoed to his bedside, and bashed him on the side 
of his head with a club. Somehow he got out of bed and staggered 
into the next room, but they quickly pursued him, threw him into a 
corner, and beat him senseless. As they carried him off into the 
woods, he showed signs of life, and one of the slaves “took him by 
the head, and twisted it around, thereby breaking his neck.” 


In the soft light of early morning, they laid Skinner on the ground, 
retrieved his clothes, watch, gun, riding whip, and horse, washed the 
blood away, dressed him, lifted him on the horse, and with Anderson 
behind him astride the horse, rode “around through the woods, and 
round a beech tree, jumping the horse about the tree, skinning the 
roots.” They then threw his body on the ground, and turned the horse 
loose, with the saddle turned on the horse’s side. Reuben fired off 
one barrel of the overseer’s gun and placed it within a few paces of 
the body, also his whip, and cap, “arranging every thing so far as to 
bear the appearance, of the horse having been frightened and 
having thrown his rider.” 


The ruse worked so successfully that the county coroner ruled 
Skinner's death accidental. But the overseer’s brother refused to 
believe that Skinner, a fine horseman, had been thrown from his 
steed. He began to conduct a secret investigation. After several 
weeks the plot began to unravel. Anderson panicked and ran away. 
Reuben and Henderson also planned to escape but were caught. 
After some days, Anderson, hiding in a cotton gin on nearby 
Magnolia Plantation, was captured and brought back to face his 
mistress. In the end, the entire charade was brought to light.® 


Assault and Murder 


If intricately planned and systematically executed murders such as 
the one on Bon Ridge Plantation occurred infrequently in the slave 
South, the plantation “crimes” that sent slaves running, as well as 


those committed by blacks on the run—murder, assault, arson, 
poisoning, rape, pillage, burglary, theft—were frequent occurrences. 
So, too, was the participation of runaways in a variety of clandestine 
economic activities, especially the bartering, trading, buying, and 
selling of stolen goods. These overt and covert acts of resistance 
brought swift responses. Malingering, laziness, lying out, and 
“accidental” destruction of livestock and machinery was one thing. 
Openly and violently defying the system and seeking to undermine 
planter authority was something different. For slaves and masters 
alike it was “a matter of some urgency.” 

Most slaves understood the potentially grave consequences of 
assaulting a white person. In the period following the American 
Revolution, it could mean summary execution, and even later, 
extreme punishment. What is surprising is the persistence of 
violence on the plantation. For obvious reasons, such incidents often 
went unreported—masters did not wish to admit a failure in 
governing their human property and rumors that a slave was 
aggressive or belligerent diminished the slave’s value. But the 
popular myth that “slaves are more generally good tempered than 
other people” is not supported by the evidence. Most of the violence 
was spontaneous, and most of it was directed against whites— 
owners, members of the owner’s family, overseers—although it 
could also be directed against fellow slaves. The South Carolina 
slave Sam, for example, escaped early in 1814, remained at large 
for six months and “plundered the Settlement” of Abbeville. At the 
time of his capture, Sam stabbed and killed a fellow slave who had 
been ordered to apprehend him. In Virginia, between 1785 and 
1864, among slaves convicted of violent murder, about one-third of 
the victims were fellow slaves or free persons of color.’ 


Although slaves did assault other slaves or free persons of color, 
their animus was reserved for whites. Nearly every year, in virtually 
every state in the South, slaves were indicted for killing their owners. 


During the 1850s in Greene County, Georgia, four bondsmen and 
two bondswomen were tried for murdering their owners or other 
whites. Among them was a man who had been hiding in the woods 
for several months and had just been brought in when he suddenly 
turned on his master, grabbed a knife, and stabbed him fifteen times; 
the master expired almost immediately. Other slaves, either before 
or after they ran off, reacted in a similar manner. One Maryland man 
severely slashed his master on each arm before running away. 
Another drew a knife on his owner’s wife and child “threatening to 
take away their lives after which he ran away.” In a knife fight 
between a Tennessee farmer and the “large black fellow” named 
Sam, it was the slave who fared the worse. He was “stabbed with a 
knife about the time he ran away.”° These and other cases suggest 
a remarkable defiance by some runaways. 


Although some slaves had firearms, they usually used knives, 
clubs, shovels, hoes, axes, and hatchets. When the manager of one 
Mississippi plantation, George Croley, ordered Samuel to make 
himself ready for a whipping, Samuel picked up a hatchet and struck 
the white man on the side of the head. Croley nearly died, and when 
a grand jury indicted Samuel for attempted murder, the black man 
was at large, being cited as “late of the county aforesaid.” “ROBBERY 
AND INTENDED MURDER!” an article in the Richmond Enquirer of 10 
September 1805 began. The slave Moses, who worked on vessels 
between Richmond, Williamsburg, and Norfolk, was usually cheerful. 
As the slave and master traveled along the road leading to Hampton, 
however, a disagreement occurred, and as the master put it, Moses 
“made an assault upon my life, and after giving me several 
dangerous, perhaps fatal wounds, robbed me and escaped on my 
horse, leaving me helpless on the ground.” When an anonymous 
slave in Mississippi discovered that his wife had been whipped by 
her owner, the black man sneaked into his house at night and 
clubbed him on the head. The farmer did not die, but was “badly 
used up,” a neighbor said, and was rescued when a woman 


screamed and “locked the door and prevented the negro from Killing 
him.” The assailant bolted off with his wife, but was quickly 
apprehended and jailed.’ 


Typical of this reaction to bondage was the response of Ned, a 
black man from Chambers County, Alabama, owned by Thomas A. 
Smith. In 1841, Ned grabbed an axe and swung it at the head of his 
owner. He struck the right side and split the master’s skull with a 
“mortal wound of the breadth of three inches and the depth of three 
inches.” As with most indictments that followed such incidents, the 
grand jury said the black man had feloniously, willfully, and with 
malice aforethought assaulted his owner. In truth, it was a 
spontaneous reaction. The governor of Alabama issued a 
proclamation for the slave’s capture. By the time the proclamation 
was issued, the black man was in Missouri.'° 


Most often, it was an argument over work, punishment, or 
treatment of loved ones that drove slaves to violence. But there were 
instances of long-held bitter resentment that led some slaves to plan 
the murder of their owners, overseers (as on Bon Ridge Plantation), 
or members of the owner’s family. One eleven-and-a-half-year-old 
Maryland servant, described by her owner as notoriously vicious and 
turbulent, “inflicted great bodily pain” and exposed to death the 
owner's children, “whom she was appointed to attend and take care 
of.” The plan of another two slaves was revealed when they walked 
up to their owner and shot him at point blank range and then fled. 
The slave owned by the father of Leonidas Jeffreys in Nottoway 
County, Virginia, had a clear strategy when late one Saturday night 
he knocked at the door of the elder Jeffreys’s store. When the son 
opened it, the black man bludgeoned him with a heavy club. “l 
understand that the counting room floor was very bloody Sunday 
morning,” one nearby resident said, noting that the slave was still 
out." 


It was not always bad feelings or altercations between whites and 
slaves that caused the latter to run away. Occasionally slaves 
attacked other slaves. When Henry ran away from Mississippi to the 
Choctaw Indian Nation the day after Christmas in 1830, it was not 
because he was accused of killing a white man. Rather it was 
because he had murdered a fellow slave named Peter, owned by 
Covington County farmer Jacob Duckworth. Remaining at large for 
nearly six months, Henry was finally captured in Baton Rouge, and 
after Duckworth obtained permission from Louisiana’s governor, 
extradited back to Mississippi to stand trial. In Maryland, the night he 
ran away, an Anne Arundel County field hand “made a violent attack” 
on Fanny, a slave in her mid-forties. Perhaps he feared she would 
disclose his plan. Whatever the reason, though half Fanny’s age, the 
runaway struck her on the arm with such force that she did not 
recover for nearly five weeks. '2 


Stealing 


Fear, anxiety, retaliation, frustration, anger, and hatred propelled 
slaves toward violence. The most prevalent “crime” connected with 
runaways, however, was theft. Slaves, of course, viewed the 
master’s property in a different way from how whites viewed it. The 
white man’s wealth was earned by the labor of their slaves. Ina 
sense, then, it was not exclusively the owner’s property. For slaves, 
stealing was not considered theft, merely appropriating their due. 
The locks on the storage bins, meat houses, and tool buildings bore 
witness to the difficulty slaveholders had in keeping their property 
secure. But runaways had little hesitation breaking into buildings, 
and sometimes dwellings, and absconding with a wide range of 
property, including clothing, horses, mules, livestock, money, 
jewelry, gold, silver, guns, saddles, bridles, even boats, wagons, and 
Carriages. 


The most popular items were clothing. The drab homespun worn 
by many runaways was obviously what had been allotted them as 
slaves, but some slaves left with a variety of wearing apparel 
belonging to the owner. Garments could be sold, traded, bartered, or 
worn for warmth, style, or disguise. Eleven-year-old Rosa, a New 
Orleans slave, made off with her owner’s white silk hat, sundry 
handkerchiefs, lace tippets, and “infant’s clothing.” A slave named 
Jim of Athens, Alabama, absconded with a brown cloth frock coat, 
boots, a fur cap, and a variety of other clothes, most of them 
belonging to his owner. He “will most likely dress very well,” the 
owner said, “and in newest fashion.” The Virginia slave Laban 
absconded with grey lambskin coat, white trousers, a double- 
breasted grey coat, a black cape, and “sundry other clothes.” He 
would attempt to pass as a free black.'9 

A few slaves left with more substantial wardrobes. In 1814, the 
Tennessee slave Celia took with her a yellow calico frock, a blue 
calico frock, a white cambric dress, and two “homespun coarse” 
dresses, a pair of red morocco-eyed slippers tied with a yellow 
ribbon, and a “checkered gingham bonnet (or scoop).” The New 
Orleans cabinet-maker Delphin, whose build was nearly identical to 
that of his owner, took along twelve of his fine shirts, twelve stylish 
pairs of white pants, and his black riding coat. It is supposed, the 
owner added without humor, “that he will keep himself well 
dressed.”'4 

It was not always indicated in the runaway advertisements 
whether or not clothing had been stolen. Most urban slaves dressed 
better than those from the countryside, and some were termed 
“dandies” because of the variety, style, and color of their coats, 
shirts, trousers, and hats. But the quality and quantity of apparel 
taken by a number of runaways strongly suggests theft. Sam 
absconded wearing a green frock coat with a black velvet collar, blue 
pants, a high-crown black hat; he carried with him a black leather 


trunk containing a variety of other clothing, including a reddish frock 
coat with a velvet collar, a green cloth coat, and a white hat. The 
New Orleans mulatto woman Catherine, small in stature with 
“tolerable straight hair,” took “a great variety of clothing” as well as a 
feather bed, two trunks with raised tops, and two straw bonnets. The 
teenage mulatto Finch, owned by a farmer in Logan County, 
Kentucky, made his way along the Russellville to Bowling Green 
road wearing a blue cashmere coat, blue-and-white-striped cotton 
waistcoat, shoes and stockings, and a fur hat. He took along three 
extra pairs of cotton pantaloons, one blue-and-red checkered, and 
two white. He was described as “very likely and trim made.” Other 
owners noted that their runaways left with “sundry clothes,” “a great 
variety of wearing apparel,” “general assortment of good clothes,” 
and “three or four changes of clothes.”'° 


If wearing apparel was most popular, runaways purloined a 
variety of other items. A few urban slaves made off with substantial 
amounts of money. The mulatto man Dick, who wore a ring on his 
right cheek, made off from his New Orleans owner with a pocketbook 
containing between $1,700 and $1,800, including $400 in “city 
money” and the remainder in “Mississippi paper on the Brandon 
Bank.” It was uncertain whether Dick could convert the notes or 
“state paper” into specie, but there were usually free blacks or 
unscrupulous whites who would buy them at discount. Opportunities 
were better for Field, who spoke “the English and French languages 
fluently.” He made off with a green silk purse containing $180 in 
gold, principally half-eagles, and $65 in silver, principally dollars and 
half dollars. 1 


Just as popular and often more readily available were horses. 
Rapid movement on horseback meant that runaways might traverse 
many miles before being discovered missing, as was the case of 
Andy of Bon Ridge, who rode sixty-five miles in two and a half days. 
In 1814, Jupiter and Ben, both described as dark skinned with hair 


combed straight up from their foreheads, rode away from a farm in 
Warren County, Kentucky, on two of their owner’s horses. They had 
traveled a good distance before their owner realized they were gone. 
A slave blacksmith in Camden, South Carolina, similarly covered 
many miles by the time his master reported him missing. He was 
riding a six-year-old bay gelding, fifteen hands high; it raced well, 
trotted “when out of hand,” and looked like a stallion. While his 
master was on a business trip to Baltimore, Dick stole a horse from a 
visitor at his master’s farm and set out for distant points. He 
remained at large only four days, however, before “he was taken up 
as a runaway about forty five miles from Home,” his owner reported, 
and placed in the Anne Arundel County jail.1” 


Others stole horses because they were physically unable or too 
weak, too young, or too old to abscond on foot. Following the death 
of their owner, two black men on a plantation in Jefferson County, 
Mississippi—Davie about twenty-five, Sandy about thirty years old— 
escaped on two horses, one a slender roan, the other a sorrel mare. 
They could be recognized not only because of the horses, but also 
because Sandy had “a deformed trunk (it being no more than twelve 
inches from his crotch to his neck.)” Edmund, an old man who was 
“getting quite gray,” absented himself from his owner Edwin J. Baker 
of Louisa County, Virginia. “On the same day one of my horses was 
taken from my pasture—He is a cream colored horse, with black 
mane and tail, and black legs up to his knees and hocks,” the owner 
said. “I am inclined to think that Edmund rode off [on] the horse.”'® 


Others pilfered whatever they could lay their hands on. A bright 
mulatto named William, described as very intelligent, sprightly, and 
quick spoken, used at least some of those attributes to escape 
during his trial in New Orleans for an undisclosed crime. He not only 
got away, but filched a valuable silver watch. The three slaves who 
absconded from a plantation in Jefferson Parish, Louisiana, left in 
their owner's skiff. The two who set out from a plantation in Barnwell 


District, South Carolina, in 1828 took two double-barreled shotguns, 
two pistols, a dirk [dagger], a violin, ten dollars in cash, and “some 
articles which they obtained by breaking open a store.” One of the 
shotguns was finely finished and mounted with silver; the 
ivoryhandled dagger was also mounted with silver. In the mid-1820s, 
a black man who was the slave of a Columbia, South Carolina, store 
owner seized “money and goods” before running away. A witness 
said that “the negro was a notorious runaway, thief, and 
housebreaker; a sullen, perverse, desperate, dangerous villain.” A 
twelve- or thirteen-year-old black boy, Billy, purloined a miniature 
picture framed “in gold,” Anna Byrd of Richmond, Virginia, wrote in 
her notice. It held the likeness of a young lady “dressed in white, of 
fair complexion, black eyes, and light curling hair, parted on the 
forehead, and flowing on the shoulders.” When last seen, Billy or 
someone matching his description was walking along Manchester 
Turnpike Road, heading south.19 

Shortly before running off from Shirley Plantation, near Hopewell, 
Virginia, one slave miller pilfered a large quantity of corn. The owner 
had taken a trip to “the springs” and, upon his return, “found that 
every thing had gone on tolerable well, except that Phill the miller 
had made way with 40 or more barrels of corn.” He also robbed the 
barn at a neighbor’s plantation of six bags of corn, assisted by the 
slaves “who no doubt were also engaged in making way with 
standing turns at the mill & were engaged in robbing the barn with 
Phill.”2° 


Some slaves absconded after it was discovered that they had 
taken meat, coffee, or sugar from their master’s storehouse or 
slaughtered poultry and livestock on neighboring plantations. Often 
this was done to provide extra food and provisions for their families. 
The kind of animals slaughtered by the South Carolina slave George 
to supplement his family’s rations was not revealed, only that “His 
object in running away is the destruction of Livestock.” He was “very 


artful” and possessed a boat, the master admitted. He left with his 
wife and their infant child. Other slaves killed hogs and cattle, 
butchering them on the spot, either eating or selling the meat. The 
Texas slave Asa who lived near New Braunfels, a German 
settlement, was in the habit of staying out at night and killing 
livestock, and in 1859 a grand jury indicted him for stealing a hog. 
When the sheriff went to his owner’s farm to bring him in for trial, 
however, the “Negro boy could not be found.”' 


Some thefts were so brazen and so outrageous as to be almost 
humorous, though few masters were amused. As William Eaton Jr., 
stood on the deck of a steamboat going down the Roanoke River 
toward his plantation near Warrenton, North Carolina, in 1850, he 
was surprised to see his mulatto slave Solomon poling up the 
opposite side of the river with one of his barges. He was even more 
surprised when he saw a huge stack of plantation articles as well as 
one of his carriages tied on board his flatboat. “As he left my 
plantation without having had the slightest difficulty with myself or my 
overseer,” Eaton observed, “it is probable that he is now 
endeavoring to get to a free State.” If so, it was equally probable that 
he would sell the carriage and other articles as soon as he reached a 
place where he could do so.?? 


Violence in Defense of Freedom 


The “crimes” that sent slaves running continued during the days, 
weeks, months they remained at large. Stealing food and clothing 
was often a matter of survival, but slaves on the run also purloined 
various other items, including horses, mules, cattle, sheep, other 
livestock, and poultry. They also committed violent crimes, including 
assault and murder. Theft and violence were serious problems for 
slave owners. They constantly reminded authorities that runaways 
were artful, cunning, articulate, intelligent, and, as one thirteen-year- 


old South Carolina youngster was described, “very plausible.”2° They 
could steal or assault a white person, and a short time afterwards 
calmly pose as a free person of color. 


Once discovered, however, runaways possessed few options: 
they could surrender, attempt to escape, or fight their pursuers. 
Sometimes the latter two options were employed simultaneously. As 
he made his way across a remote section on a plantation in 
Concordia Parish, Louisiana, for example, John was stopped by 
Tilman Gilbert, an overseer. “What are you doing?” Gilbert queried. 
“Hunting stray horses,” for his master, he replied. Knowing that 
John’s owner was at that very moment advertising for two runaways, 
the overseer ordered John to stand by “but the negro, instead of 
obeying made an attempt to escape.” Gilbert rode after him, jumped 
off his horse, and the two men grappled on the ground. John got a 
hold of the overseer’s gun, cocked it and attempted to fire several 
times, but the gun did not discharge. He then grabbed the overseer 
by the throat and began choking him. The white man pleaded with 
the slave to let him up—if he would let him go he would say nothing 
—but John responded that the white man had molested him “without 
cause” and “he would not release his hold.” Gilbert finally extricated 
himself, but said later that John intended to kill him. Eventually 
caught and tried, John was sentenced to receive three hundred 
lashes, “well laid on” (evenly divided over ten days), and to wear an 
iron collar, weighing at least eight pounds, for one year.2* 


Other runaways, too, found it difficult to avoid confrontations. 
Some who fled to towns and cities, despite every effort to remain 
unnoticed, were discovered. Constables, magistrates, sheriffs, night 
watchmen in Baltimore, Richmond, Charleston, New Orleans, St. 
Louis, and other cities were constantly on the lookout for runaways. 
They stopped suspects on the street, asked to see their free papers, 
demanded to look at their badges, and commanded them to produce 
papers from their owners. Although no specifics were given, it is 


clear that one of these challenges was at work in an incident in 
Nashville, in 1842. The mayor, Samuel V. D. Stout, offered a $50 
reward for the apprehension of two runaway slaves. The notice only 
indicated that a “bright mulatto” named Frank, the property of the 
estate of Thomas Martin, and a “dark mulatto” named John, the 
property of a “Col. Dickinson, formerly of Nashville,” committed “a 
violent assault on one of the Watchmen of the Corporation on the 
night of 30th day of June.” Afterwards, the slaves fled and a week 
later were still eluding their pursuers.2° 


Even slaves who hid out in the woods, caves, and swamps, along 
rivers and bayous, or in abandoned shacks were forced on occasion 
to fight pursuers or white farmers and overseers. As he moved 
rapidly across the countryside, the runaway Sandy, a slave owned 
by Georgia planter David Murray, was suddenly confronted by a 
white man. The two exchanged words, and Sandy suddenly sprang 
upon the man, bludgeoning him nearly to death. An anonymous 
South Carolina runaway similarly came across a white man, Mason 
Moseley, a farmer out on a hunting expedition. When interrogated, 
the slave could not explain himself, and the white man, after a strip 
search, instructed the slave to walk in front of him back to the 
farmhouse. Suddenly, the fugitive produced a knife, turned, thrust it 
into Moseley’s stomach, and took off running. In another incident, 
farmer William B. Villard spotted “a Strange Negro Man” in a swamp 
along the Savannah River, who suddenly came at him with a carving 
knife in one hand and hatchet in the other. Villard sustained a severe 
contusion on the forehead and several broken ribs. In a similar 
incident, a North Carolina blacksmith was shot in the shoulder and 
disabled for life by runaways.7° 


These confrontations might occur at any time, but there was the 
highest probability of their taking place during the commission of a 
theft or burglary. In 1822, the North Carolina slave David “remained 
lurking about in the neighbourhood, doing & committing divers 


mischief and depredations.” David was armed and resisted efforts to 
apprehend him, at least until he was discovered hiding in a 
farmhouse, refused to come out, and was shot and killed. Described 
as a first-rate sawyer and “exceedingly athletic and able,” the forty- 
year-old Virginia slave Dave ran away in 1836, remaining at large for 
several months. As he roamed along the upper James River, into 
Albemarle County and back into Fluvanna County, pirating food from 
farms and plantations, he was joined by two other runaways. Late 
one night, the three crept through a window into the farmhouse of 
Joseph Wood, but suddenly the white farmer appeared in the 
doorway from a back room. Dave jumped on him and began beating 
him with his fists. He and the others continued to assault Wood until 
the white man’s face was a bloody pulp. The assailants quickly fled, 
and although the farmer survived, “his life for a long time was 
despaired of.”2/ 


Equally determined to remain at large was a Mississippi slave 
who had been away from his master’s plantation for many weeks 
when he was discovered by an overseer in a remote section of a 
neighboring plantation, suffering from malnutrition. Feeling sorry for 
the man, the overseer, named Staunton, took him back to his 
employer's plantation house and offered him a dish of food. Staunton 
left to take care of his horse, and the slave asked the planter’s wife 
for another serving. While she was getting another plate, the black 
man, now revived, grabbed the overseer’s pistols. The mistress 
screamed, her husband came running, “advanced towards the 
fellow, and recd a whole charge in his heart & fell dead. The Negro 
fled.”28 


Some runaways committed or were accused of committing so 
many outrageous acts that they were declared outlaws who could be 
shot on sight. Such was the case of the slave Jupiter of Lunenburg 
County, Virginia, who absconded from his owner’s service “and lay 
out committing felonies and other mischief within the County of 


Mecklenburg.” Indeed, Jupiter had “frequently runaway & was a pest 
to the neighbourhood where he lurked and he out hid.” On 25 May 
1790, the justices of the peace in Mecklenburg County issued a 
“Proclamation of Outlawry” against the slave authorizing “the Killing 
of an Out lying Slave[.]” Neither discovered nor captured by whites, 
Jupiter was shot and killed by a fellow slave after a robbery.2° 


Collective Resistance 


At times “outlaws” such as Jupiter gathered together in bands of 
runaways wreaking havoc on plantations and farms. Living in 
isolated, heavily wooded, or swampy areas, some of these groups 
maintained their cohesiveness for many years, a few for more than a 
generation. Most, however, found it difficult to sustain themselves 
without being constantly on the move. Members of fugitive gangs 
made forays into populated farming sections for food, clothing, 
livestock, and trading items. Sometimes they bartered with free 
blacks, plantation slaves, and nonslaveholding whites, and in a few 
instances, white outlaws joined the outlying gangs of blacks, though 
this was rare. In virtually every state there were gangs of ten to 
twenty outlying slaves. The largest bodies of maroons, as they were 
sometimes called, reached only a few hundred members (with the 
exception of those in the Great Dismal Swamp between North 
Carolina and Virginia, which numbered several thousand). Despite 
their ephemeral nature, runaway gangs were a constant source of 
fear and anxiety for whites.°° 


In the aftermath of the War for Independence, Governor Thomas 
Pinckney of South Carolina informed the legislature that there was a 
serious problem concerning armed fugitive slaves who were active in 
the southern portion of the state, especially along the Savannah 
River. Some of them had fled to the British during the War for 
Independence and were now carrying on guerilla warfare. During the 


1790s, runaways in Virginia and the Carolinas hid in woods and 
swamps during the day and emerged at night to commit “various 
depredations” on farms and plantations. In 1800, one South Carolina 
slave owner bitterly admitted that three of his own blacks were part 
of a fugitive gang. He offered $500 for the return of Cyrus, Hercules, 
and Tom. Cyrus and Hercules had been out for three years, he 
confessed, pillaging various farms and plantations along the Ashley 
River. Now Tom had joined them, he said, and the three were 
secluded somewhere in the area of the “Wappoo-cut and Ashley 
ferry.”31 


In each subsequent decade during the nineteenth century, 
outlying groups could be found in various states. In 1816, another 
South Carolina governor pointed to the difficulty in discovering the 
exact location of “runaway negroes” concealing themselves in the 
swamps and marshes adjacent to the Combahee and Ashepoo 
rivers. Armed, using hit-and-run tactics, able to disappear along 
creeks, inlets, bays, marshes, islands, and waterways, they stole 
from slaveholders “with impunity.” Their familiarity with the 
surrounding area “furnished them easy opportunities to plunder, not 
only the planters in open day, but the inland coasting trade without 
leaving a trace of their movements by which they could be 
pursued.”32 


Bands of runaways sometimes became so emboldened that they 
sent entire communities into panic. During the summer of 1821, an 
“insurrection” broke out in Onslow County, North Carolina, when “a 
number of outlawed and runaway Slaves and free Negroes” banded 
together. Located between the White Oak and the New rivers in the 
southeastern portion of the state, the long estuaries and forested 
sections provided good cover. The outlying slaves “daily increased in 
strength and numbers,” William L. Hill, head of a militia unit, said. 
Their bold acts of defiance became so alarming that “no inhabitant 
could feel himself at any moment secure in his life, person or 


property, from the plunder, rapine, and devastation committed by 
them, daily and nightly in every corner of the County.” Local 
inhabitants feared for their lives to such an extent that they fled their 
homes. Daily reports circulated about “violence and depredations” 
that the runaways committed “upon the persons and property of 
defenseless and unprotected families.” They were well armed, 
Cunning, daring, and desperate, Hill said. In broad daylight, they 
ravaged farms, burned houses, broke into stores, and “ravished a 
number of females.” It took Hill’s two-hundred-man militia unit 
twenty-six days searching through “Woods, Swamps & Marshes” to 
subdue the “Outlaws.”°° 


A similar situation existed in central Florida at about the same 
time. In a fourteen-page memorial to the Territorial Governor William 
P. Duval, the new Legislative Council warned of the “existing evils” 
following the acquisition of the region from Spain of “great numbers 
of negroes belonging to the planters, availing themselves of existing 
disorders” and running away only to take “refuge among the 
Indians.” They were beyond the reach of their owners, and some of 
them were escaping to the island of Cuba, “from whence in all 
probability they will never be recovered.” This memorial was 
presented about 1823, but for many years, even during the Seminole 
Indian War (1835-42), groups of runaway slaves remained at large, 
periodically raiding plantations and farms. “I have ascertained 
beyond any doubt, not only that a connection exists between a 
portion of the slave population and the Seminoles,” an Army officer 
wrote in 1837, “but that there was, before the war commenced, an 
understanding that a considerable force should join on the first blow 
being struck.”°4 

At the same time, runaways in Mississippi and Alabama formed 
outlying encampments. In 1829, the Woodville Republican carried an 
article about “a gang of runaway negroes encamped about two miles 
from the village of Pinkneyville” in southwestern Mississippi. Among 


the fugitives were slaves from plantations along the Mississippi River 
in Louisiana. A patrol was immediately formed, raided the camp, and 
one of the slaves—the French-speaking William, who already had a 
scar from a gun shot on his shoulder—was mortally wounded. In 
1836, residents along the Chattahoochee River in Alabama feared 
that a band of hostile Creek Indians were “collecting all the force 
they can among themselves, and from the negroes,” to attack people 
in Georgia. In the same year, a large party of Indians “barbarously 
murdered” many inhabitants of a community in western Georgia, 
Major General William Irwin wrote Governor Clement C. Clay of 
Alabama. “I cannot withhold from Your Excellency my fears on 
account of the negroes—there are large bodies of them in this place 
and neighbourhood who have had uninterrupted intercourse with the 
Indians for a great length of time and may have matured some plan 
of cooperation.” Most of the plantations had been abandoned, and 
many slaves were left “without any white authority over them.” 
Apparently, his fears were well founded. The following year in Macon 
County, Alabama, a group of fifty or sixty white families complained 
that sections along the Cuba Hatchee River were “remarkable for the 
extent and impervious nature of their swamps and the morasses,” 
and were excellent hideouts for groups of Indians and camps of 
“armed Negroes.”°° 


During the same decade and the 1840s, groups of armed 
runaways in various areas remained close to populated farming 
areas and cities. The gangs who hid out in the cypress swamp near 
New Orleans raided farms and plantations along the Mississippi 
River. In 1837, a runaway leader, said to be responsible for killing 
several whites, was executed. In 1844, a group of runaways, “part of 
a gang,” was chased and attacked by whites near Hanesville, 
Mississippi; and two years later, “a considerable gang of runaway 
negroes” was surprised by a posse in St. Landry Parish, Louisiana. 
During the 1840s, in Halifax County, North Carolina, on the border 
with Virginia, armed runaways stole seventy-five hogs from a single 


farmer. He was targeted because “he hunted for them,” a group of 
farmers testified, and the slaves “sent him word, that if he would not 
hunt for them again—they would not Kill any more of his hogs—but if 
he did, they should Kill him.”°° 


In Florida, Georgia, Alabama, Texas, Virginia, North and South 
Carolina, and other states, outlying slaves gathered in remote and 
isolated areas. In 1856, a North Carolina newspaper said that a gang 
of runaways had so intimidated local “negro hunters” that they 
refused to “come with their dogs unless aided from other sources.” In 
Williamsburg District, South Carolina, an outlying slave attacked and 
robbed a white traveler not two miles from the town of Kingston in 
the middle of the day. The incident exposed the vulnerability of 
whites to groups of runaways who were constantly committing acts 
that jeopardized “the peace and safety of the people.” The slave 
responsible for the “daring and atrocious act of high way robbery” 
was captured, jailed, and sentenced to death, but shortly before he 
was to be hanged, he “escaped by violence from the Gaol of the 
district.”°/ 


Despite such activities, however, it was extremely difficult for 
gangs of runaways to sustain themselves over long periods of time. 
Their dilemma was how to steal from farmers and planters without 
evoking a response from local militia or patrols. The more they 
pillaged, the more likely they were to arouse groups of white men to 
search out their encampments. Those who did sustain themselves 
for any length of time hid out in densely forested, swampy areas that 
were virtually inaccessible to anyone unfamiliar with the terrain. Even 
whites who knew these areas feared entering them. Even when few 
in number, gangs of outlyers struck fear into the hearts of white 
inhabitants. 


Clandestine Slave Economy 


More prevalent than the “outlaw” gangs were runaways who 
participated in what may be called the clandestine slave economic 
system. Most states prohibited slaves from buying and selling 
commodities without written permission from the owner or overseer. 
A Georgia law prohibited slaves from buying or selling “any quantity 
or amount whatever of cotton, tobacco, wheat, rye, oats, corn, rice or 
poultry.” Tennessee slaves were prohibited from owning a pig, cow, 
mule, horse, “or other such like description of property.” A Virginia 
statute stipulated that anyone who bought, sold, or received “any 
commodity whatsoever” from a slave would be subject to thirty-nine 
lashes. But such laws and prohibitions were difficult to enforce. In 
virtually every section of the South, slaves bought, sold, and traded a 
variety of goods. Property “ownership” was widespread among 
slaves who worked at the task system, planting and harvesting rice 
along the coastal areas of North and South Carolina, and Georgia, 
but those who worked in gangs, or a combination of gang and task 
systems were also able to accumulate small amounts of property, as 
were those who lived in towns and cities.°° 


“Every measure that may lessen the dependence of a Slave on 
his master ought to be opposed, as tending toward dangerous 
consequences,” a group of South Carolina slaveholders declared in 
1816. In their district, owners were far too lax in allowing 
bondspeople free time on Saturdays to “keep horses, raise hogs, 
cultivate for themselves every thing for home consumption, & for 
market, that their masters do.” Perhaps the liberty that created the 
greatest loss was allowing slaves to plant, harvest, and sell cotton. 
This gave them the opportunity to “Steal with impunity,” and those 
who did not plant cotton themselves found a ready market for their 
stolen goods among slaves who did plant and also acted as factors. 
Trying to locate the pilfered bales, the planters lamented, was “like 
looking of a drop of water lost in a river.”°9 


Many runaways sustained themselves while on the run by 
tapping into the clandestine slave economy. Those who remained in 
the vicinity of their old plantation often kept in close contact with 
fellow slaves, who provided them with supplies from the master’s 
storehouse. Those who moved into towns and cities brought what 
they had stolen to trade, barter, and sell. And those who sought to 
move greater distances were in regular contact with slaves who were 
willing to buy or sell various items or to trade stolen goods for food 
and clothing. Runaways took cattle, hogs, sheep, livestock, rice, 
cotton, corn, whiskey, poultry, grains, meats, even baskets, brooms, 
and farm tools. They used their loot to trade for food and other 
commodities. In some instances, the items pillaged wound up back 
on the same plantations. They also traded with free blacks and white 
merchants who were willing to take such risks for a profit.4° 


One striking example of this occurred in Charleston District, 
South Carolina, when a small colony of sixteen runaways—men, 
women, and children—escaped together in February 1825 and 
established a camp deep in the woods. Remaining close to 
Mowberry Plantation, owned by the Rowland family, as well as 
Retreat Plantation, they obtained items from fellow slaves and took 
them into Charleston to sell and trade. Several members of the 
runaway group had been seen walking among the “negroe houses” 
at Retreat in broad daylight, and others at Mowberry “with whose 
negroes they are also connected.” In addition, the outlying families 
picked black moss, wove baskets, and took the baskets in boats to 
the stores on South Bay, near Bennett's Mills, where they sold their 
goods and purchased needed supplies. They made trips as 
infrequently as possible, but they had been seen several times at the 
Public Landing or crossing Wappoo Cut.*" 


It was not much later that three runaways in the same area 
launched a similar enterprise. In the early 1830s, thirty-five-year-old 
wharf hand Natt, his partner Tom, who belonged to an estate, and a 


third unidentified slave carried moss and “hoop Poles” in a twenty- 
five-foot canoe from the Old Town settlement to a spot near Lucas’s 
Mills, where they found “a ready sale amongst the shops.” The three 
were repeatedly seen in the neighborhood but avoided capture.*2 
While such enterprises usually continued for short periods, outlying 
slaves who remained longer in the vicinity of towns and cities 
bought, sold, and bartered various stolen goods with slaves, free 
persons of color, as well as town merchants and tradesmen. 


In 1854, the connection between runaways and trafficking was 
explained in a broadside from a group of Texas slave owners. 
“Whereas,” they began, there were “divers instances” of slaves 
deserting their masters with stolen goods and seeking haven in the 
“territory of Mexico,” it was necessary to create a vigilance 
committee and a police force to stop the practice. They planned to 
take “prompt and violent steps against any one, in our town [Seguin] 
or county, who will in any way trade with, or hold communication with 
our slaves, without permission of those having controll of them.” 
They also demanded an investigation to see whether or not the 
runaways were supplied with arms, ammunition, or provisions, and if 
so, by whom.*? 


If trafficking between runaways and Mexicans was prevalent 
along the West Bank of the Rio Grande, trade also took place among 
absconding slaves, free blacks, and unscrupulous whites in other 
sections. South Carolina slave owners with plantations along the 
Ashepoo and Pon Pon rivers said that Elliott’s Cut, which meandered 
between the two rivers, was “seldom if ever used but by Runaways 
and Negroes unlawfully trading from River to River.” Outlying slaves 
raided plantations along the rivers, stealing food, crops, tools, and 
items for trade, and vanished into the “immense Swamp of 
impregnable and un[inJhabited Marsh” along the Cut. In Mississippi, 
slave owners and planters decried trafficking activities among 


outlying slaves who traded meal, pigs, poultry, corn, and whiskey 
with fellow blacks and “dissolute and immoral” whites.*4 


The clandestine trade became so prevalent in southeastern 
Virginia that a group of slave owners demanded the death penalty 
for any free black convicted of harboring a fugitive slave. “Your 
petitioners are well aware that the penalties they propose are very 
severe,” residents of Isle of Wight County said in 1817, but they had 
“long witnessed with the deepest regret the facilities furnished by 
base & immoral white persons & free persons of colour, to the 
slaves, to deprive their owners of their services & to plunder them of 
their property with impunity.” This intercourse not only produced 
thievery, but promoted “insubordination & a spirit of disobedience 
among the slaves.” Such defiance could easily lead “to insurrection 
& blood.” More than four decades later, Virginia masters continued 
with the same conclusion: such interchange, they asserted, not only 
spawned desertion, but encouraged slaves to “revolt and 
massacre.”4° 


If such dire predictions were meant to produce a dramatic effect, 
they nonetheless contained elements of truth. Masters in many 
sections explained how absentee and runaway slaves became 
involved in illicit trafficking of stolen goods and how this in turn led to 
brazen resistance. In sections of North Carolina, runaways came 
very close to “revolt and massacre.” Outlying slaves in Bladen, 
Sampson, New Hanover, and Duplin counties “go and come when 
and where they please,” a group of whites averred about 1830, “and 
if an Attempt is Made to correct them they fly to the Woods and there 
continue for months and years committing grievous depredations on 
Our Cattle hogs and Sheep and Many Other things.” Horses were 
stolen, dogs were killed, and when patrollers mounted searches, 
runaways burned their homes, outhouses, and fodder stacks. The 
situation became so desperate that whites demanded “the privilege 
of Shooting and destroying all Runaway Slaves who may Refuse to 


Submit.” Some years later, when a similar law was proposed, a 
committee in the General Assembly reported that it would be 
“unnecessarily cruel” and would “render slave property insecure and 
consequently diminish its value.” It readily acknowledged, however, 
the grave problem of slaves “lying out, in the woods, swamps & other 
secret places” and then descending on farms and plantations, killing 
cattle, sheep, and hogs.*® 


Retribution 


In response to such “grievous depredations,” slave owners often 
took matters into their own hands. At times, it seemed virtually 
impossible to catch the culprits who stole meat, butchered livestock, 
and broke into storehouses. Slaves who sneaked out at night, joined 
up with runaways, and crept onto neighboring plantations were 
experienced and artful. It was difficult to trace many of the items they 
stole, and the meat they obtained from butchered cattle, sheep, and 
hogs could be identified only at the scene of the slaughter. When 
slaves were caught, masters and other whites often meted out 
extreme retribution. 


Several incidents in Louisiana reveal the nature of the problem 
and what might happen to slaves who were caught. They also 
indicate the types of slaves who were involved in the clandestine 
economy. During 1820 to 1821, Pointe Coupee slaveholder 
Abraham Villeret was losing cattle at an alarming rate. He strongly 
suspected one of his neighbor’s slaves, Ephraim, a perpetual 
runaway, as the culprit. In 1821, Villeret went to Ephraim’s owner, 
Judge Charles Steward, and said he would shoot any slave he found 
stealing his cattle. A few days later, a place was discovered where 
an ox had been slain; after waiting there some time, Villeret “saw two 
negroes getting over the fence.” One of them was carrying a quarter 
of meat, “brought it out, laid it on a log in the act of cutting the shank 


bone off.” Villeret snuck up on them, and when a short distance 
away, ordered them to remain still. The “two negroes” bolted. Villeret 
shot one man in the lower back, ripping a hole about two inches in 
diameter. He died a short time later. 


Judge Steward was shocked when he learned the identity of the 
slain slave. It was Harry, one of the most trusted servants on his 
estate, described as young, intelligent, and of “great and particular 
value on the plantation.” He had never been whipped, “for he never 
gave any reason to be whipped,” the overseer said; and he had 
never run away. The man who escaped and was still at large, 
Harry’s secret partner, was Ephraim, “a very bad slave and a great 
Rascal,” who absconded four times in twelve months, despite being 
recaptured and whipped severely following each escape.*’ 


The circumstances were similar for planter Isham P. Fox of East 
Baton Rouge Parish, Louisiana, who had been having trouble for 
some time with outlying slaves breaking into his storage buildings. In 
1836, Little Charles, a tiny man who had been taken up several 
times as a runaway, was caught trying to break into Fox’s meat 
house. The diminutive slave was chained and cuffed, and Fox’s 
overseer and one of his slaves “whipped the boy all night.” The 
physician who later examined him was mortified at what he saw: the 
skin on his back, buttocks, thighs, and hips was “literally cut off him,” 
and his face had a number of cuts and bruises. The planter forced 
Charles, with a heavy iron chain around his neck, “to drag his 
lacerated body” from the plantation to Baton Rouge. He lingered for 
some time before dying.*® 

Most slaves understood the danger of sneaking out at night and 
killing livestock, but they still took the risk. Peter, owned by another 
East Baton Rouge Parish man, frequently stole away in the middle of 
the night to slaughter livestock. He knew the consequences, but at 
age twenty-six he had a good deal of experience covering his tracks. 
On 23 March 1837, however, about a mile and a half from his 


owner’s farm, he was followed by a white farmer and his slave as he 
dragged one of the man’s hogs into a thicket of palmetto trees and 
began adeptly butchering the dead animal. The moon was full and 
very high, one witness said; with a small fire, the two spies could see 
as if it were daylight. The farmer, Louis Pyburn, handed his shotgun 
to the slave and ordered him to shoot. The next moment buckshot 
tore into Peter’s body, and he lay motionless on the ground. Pyburn 
commented that “he would shoot any negro whom he found Killing 
his hogs and that he would do it again under the same 
circumstances.”*9 The following day, Peter died. 


While these examples are from Louisiana, similar retributions 
occurred in other states. Indeed, most runaways who stole, 
threatened, or assaulted whites could expect quick reprisals. After 
fleeing from Burleson County, a Texas runaway named Lucky was 
spotted on the road leading to Austin. When a man tried to secure 
him, Lucky killed both the man and his wife. The slave was captured 
and quickly “hanged in Austin by the people of Travis county.” A 
similar fate awaited the slave George, owned by a man in Chester 
District, South Carolina. Absconding in 1831, George stole two 
horses, broke into several homes, and “committed other offenses.” 
Captured in Columbia, he escaped. It seemed impossible, observers 
said, to arrest him. After cutting a white man across his eye with a 
razor blade, George was finally captured and quickly tried, convicted, 
and executed. Others who broke into homes or fought with their 
pursuers, while not always suffering death, faced severe 
retaliation.°° 


Perhaps the quickest and most vehement response came when 
runaways were accused of molesting white women. Masters sought 
to protect white females from what was considered the lascivious 
nature of Africans, and by the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, the fear among slaveholders concerning the black man’s 
libidinous character seemed always near the surface. Outlying and 


runaway slaves “lurking” in the shadows, ready to violate 
unprotected women, conjured up the worst fears, especially in 
regions where blacks outnumbered whites. Most absconders who 
accosted white women paid dearly for their acts. Even those merely 
accused of doing so could face the most severe punishment. During 
the winter of 1801-2, a North Carolina runaway named Arthur was 
said to have caused “great terror” among women and children. The 
man who shot and killed the runaway said that the black man had 
horrified “all Women and Children in the vicinity of his range,” and it 
was his duty to “rid the world of a daring lawless villain.”>' 


If runaways could be shot and killed for frightening women and 
children, those accused of rape could expect even more summary 
“justice.” In April 1799, the “Negro man” Joe, who belonged to 
Robert Ash of York District, South Carolina, was accused of entering 
Elizabeth Woods’s house and attempting “to commit a Ravishment 
on her Body.” Though it was pitch black, the white woman said she 
was sure the man involved was Joe, described as “a notorious out 
lyer.” Within hours a posse set out, inspecting Negro quarters on 
farms and plantations. Recalling something amiss on one farm, a 
member of the group doubled back and found Joe hidden in “a 
Negro House of a Certain Mrs. Calley.” The fugitive bolted out of the 
house, grabbed the muzzle of the white man’s gun, and attempted to 
wrestle it from his hand, but the gun discharged into his stomach; 
Joe died a short time later. In the summer of 1858, Peter, a slave 
railroad worker, was accused of violating “a beautiful young Lady by 
Committing a Rape,” on a secluded path near Enterprise, 
Mississippi. The slave fled, but was caught and brought to town. The 
next day a group of about fifty armed men dragged him from the jail 
and hanged him in a public exhibition. Soon afterwards, townspeople 
gathered and unanimously passed resolutions “ratifying what had 
been done.”°2 


Of course, slaves were valuable property, and if an owner had 
enough influence or there were mitigating circumstances, an alleged 
offending slave’s life might be spared. This happened rarely, but it 
did occur. “We Find the Defendant Guilty,” a Screven County, 
Georgia, jury proclaimed on 17 October 1844, in the case of the 
State vs. Guy, a slave belonging to Wyatt W. Starke. Convicted of 
burglary, robbery, and aggravated assault, Guy was sentenced to 
death. But Starke, a prominent slave owner, appealed the verdict. 
Guy had indeed run away, entered the home of Elizabeth Connelly, 
brandished a stick, used “abusive language,” and left with a gun and 
articles of clothing. But did the slave’s actions, Starke asked, 
constitute burglary and assault? Elizabeth Connelly testified “that 
said Slave Guy when he came to her house Knocked at the door, 
which was opened to him by one of her household, and he 
thereupon walked in peaceably, no objection being made to his 
entrance.” This was not burglary, defined as forced entry. Nor were 
any articles of clothing “about her person” taken, nor did he attempt 
to “strike her or to do her any other personal violence.” The superior 
court judge concurred, declared a mistrial, and on 22 December 
1844, Guy was released to his owner.°? 


Depending on the prominence of the master or the social and 
economic standing of the woman in question, other runaways who 
assaulted white women escaped with their lives. Armstead had been 
at large for some time when in 1821 he forced his way into the two- 
room home of Betsy F. Gray and her mother in Caroline County, 
Virginia. The women attempted to flee, but Armstead caught them 
and “ordered them to go to Bed, threatening them with death [i]f they 
refused.” Armstead “then came to the bed laying on the out side, she 
[the daughter] in the middle, and put the sword at the head of the 
Bed, when he committed the act, twice, and remained in Bed untill 
about day light when he left the house.” Begging his master for 
leniency, Armstead got off with fifteen years in the penitentiary. After 
South Carolina authorities became convinced that an accused rapist 


had been unduly influenced by a slave who was “a great runaway 
and otherwise of bad Character,” they were able to have his death 
sentence commuted by the governor to 250 lashes and banishment. 
In a few other instances, absconders owned by large slaveholders 
escaped death when they were accused of raping white women of 
low repute.°* 

Despite these exceptions, few runaways who committed violent 
or other “criminal acts” escaped retaliation, especially if the acts 
involved murder or rape. This did not, however, slow the pace of 
murder, stealing, and other plantation “crimes.”°° Indeed, the 
evidence suggests that violent resistance among runaways and 
other slaves increased during the 1840s and 1850s. The fear and 
anxiety white southerners experienced during the late antebellum 
period stemmed neither from the abolitionist attack nor the rise of 
“Black Republicans” in the North. Despite every effort at systematic 
control, including laws, patrols, and severe punishments, the flow of 
runaways and their violent assaults on persons and property not only 
continued but increased. Thus, the dilemma slaveholders confronted 
was that the more they sought to control and curb runaway violence, 
theft, and clandestine economic activity, the more it continued to be 
a matter of some urgency. 
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5 
Where To Go? 


AS PART OF THE THOMAS BOWMAN estate in Bullitt County, Kentucky, 
Jack (also known as John), a tanner by trade, was turned over to 
Bowman’s widow as part of her inheritance following her husband’s 
death. Previously, Jack had been permitted to visit his wife regularly, 
but when the widow moved to Louisville, the visitations ceased. In 
his early forties, it was a painful and difficult period, but then, a 
stroke of luck: H. H. Buffenmyer, a resident of Jefferson County who 
lived not far from the city, purchased Jack’s wife. 


The difficulty arose when the widow, now remarried, refused to 
permit Jack to visit his wife, although the black man and woman lived 
relatively close to one another. In response, Jack sneaked away at 
night, absented himself for days at a time, laid out for weeks, and 
when the owner still refused him visitation, ran away. As it was 
obvious where he was going, he was quickly picked up and returned, 
but the slave remained as resolute as the mistress. Running away 
and lying out, he became, in the mistress’s words, “ungovernable 
and refractory,” and she “did not consider him of any value” nor 
could she “depend on him for any valuable service.” Now near fifty, 
suffering from rheumatism and other health problems, Jack escaped 
across the Ohio River but was captured, jailed, and returned. He 
vowed he would not serve his mistress. Finally, after years of 
struggle, Jack got his wish; he would be sold privately to his wife’s 
owner. Shortly after the sale, however, he learned that the 
transaction was void: if any of Thomas Bowman’s children were still 


alive (and they were), the widow could not sell any slave at a private 
sale. To ensure the highest price, Jack would have to be sold at 
public auction. ' 


How, when, and where Jack was auctioned, or whether he ever 
saw his wife again is not known, but Jack’s response to his 
mistress’s intransigence revealed the range of tactics employed by 
runaways. These included brief absenteeism, lying out for longer 
periods, running away in the same vicinity, and striking out to distant 
parts. Jack went where it might be predicted he would go—to his 
wife’s plantation—but he also stayed out without visiting his wife, and 
ran away to the North to try to force his owner to grant him 
concessions. 


Whatever their strategy, other runaways faced the same crucial 
question: Where to go? How and why did some slaves hide out in 
the vicinity of their plantations, run away to neighboring plantations, 
set out to the west and south as well as the north, or migrate to the 
nearest town or city (see chapter 6)? Every destination was fraught 
with risks and dangers, and there were few locations where they 
could avoid meeting inquisitive whites. How runaways answered this 
question might spell the difference between success and failure. 


Absentees 


The most common form of absconding was not actually running 
away at all, but what might be termed “truancy,” “absenteeism,” and 
in some cases, “lying out.” The terms are confusing as they were 
used to describe a broad range of resistance, from slaves staying 
out a few days and coming back on their own accord to lying out in 
gangs and causing havoc by pillage and looting. Generally, however, 
those who left for short periods stayed in the vicinity of the plantation 
and returned on their own accord. Those who left for a few nights to 
be with loved ones were not technically runaways. At times, truants 


were hunted like runaways, and the line was sometimes blurred 
since any definition depended on the intention of a particular slave. 
After hiding in the woods, one Louisiana slave sent her child back to 
the plantation. The overseer noted that he now believed she (and 
several others with her) were “only laying out,” and his previous 
belief that she had absconded was “groundless.”2 


Absenteeism was so common that most masters attempted to 
deal with it by inflicting mild punishments or ignoring it altogether. 
The great majority of slaves who sneaked away from their farms and 
plantations overnight or for a few days knew exactly where they 
wanted to go, namely to visit their wives, husbands, sons, daughters, 
other family members, and friends. They also went hunting, fishing, 
hid out from work, pilfered food, and consumed whiskey. One young 
slave owner, James Torbert, noted in his journal in 1855 that he, his 
father, and another man went out “hunting Some drunken negroes” 
who had left the plantation on a Saturday night. Other slaves 
traveled into towns, frequented dances or religious meetings, 
secretly met members of the opposite sex, or went to the back 
rooms of grocery stores to drink and play cards. The movement of 
slaves from one plantation to another or into town without permission 
was rarely a matter of public concern or noted in newspapers. 
Indeed, most planters felt it better to keep such matters quiet unless 
they felt such movements posed a threat. 


Despite its common occurrence, leaving without an owner’s 
permission could pose a danger. Those caught trying to leave might 
face reprisals, and those who remained away too long might test 
their owner’s patience. Worse still, if a slave was discovered on 
someone else’s property, hiding in the slave quarters, that could be 
serious indeed. Two incidents in Georgia suggest what might 
happen in such cases. The first occurred in Oglethorpe County in 
1849, when the slave Henry, a large man owned by John Wynne, 
was caught taking handouts of food from his wife, a cook on the 


plantation of Moses Wright. Henry was ordered not to return. Not 
only did he return, but the next Sunday morning he arrived at the 
“negro quarters and sent a desire to the house for his breakfast.” 
Again he was ordered to leave. “After that | learned,” the planter 
said, “he did come Secretly.” Neither the owner nor his overseer, 
Willis Jones, knew when, at least until February 1850, when they 
found “where Henry and our Cook lay of nights out in the plantation.” 
Even then, Henry avoided detection until one night when the cook 
was asked to remain in the master’s kitchen to care for a white 
woman. The plantation owner related the following sequence of 
events: 


Mr. Jones went to the kitchen and found Henry on her bed and told 
him to rise and cross his hands Henry refused and Jones clenched 
him—Henry being much the largest, clenched Jones by the arms 
and Shoved him back to the wall. Jones told my negro man in the 
room to lay hold of him. Henry told him if he touched him he would 
be damned if he did not kill him. Jones then cried out for me. It was 2 
O'clock a.m. and | was sound asleep; when aroused at the Third Call 
| ran (as it was) to his relief. | found them clenched. Jones asked me 
to help him tie him. He had a string [rope] in his pocket. | got it out, 
and we tied his hands and bucked him. 


The overseer ran to the house, grabbed a cowhide whip, returned 
and administered about seventy-five lashes well laid on “for trying to 
run over him,” and another thirty or forty stripes “for intruding on the 
Premises contrary to orders.” Jones asked the owner if he “did not 
want to whip him Some.” Wright answered no.4 

The second incident occurred in Greene County, Georgia, when 
the slave Jim, owned by Gwynn Allison, went to a neighboring 
plantation in 1856 to spend the night with his wife. Early the next 
morning, according to one witness, John Broughton “took said negro 


from his bed while he was with his wife and then & there without any 
reasonable or Justifiable cause and without any legal right or any 
right So to do most Cruelly & unmercifully bruised beat & whiped 
Said Negro inflicting upon him many grievous wounds.” Broughton 
did not even own the plantation where Jim had gone, but was 
determined to halt the clandestine movement of slaves from 
plantation to plantation.° 


Lying Out 


Staying away from the plantation for longer periods—weeks, 
sometimes months—was also a common practice. Those who 
stayed in the same vicinity as their owner’s farm or plantation were 
said to be lying out. This could range from leaving for short periods 
with every intention of returning to leaving for long periods with 
gangs of runaways who pillaged and looted the neighborhood. Lying 
out tested the owner’s patience to a much greater degree than did 
mere truancy and was usually dealt with more harshly. Slaves who 
“layed out” often lived by fishing, hunting, stealing, trading, and 
looting. Sometimes they stayed near relatives or friends, or hid in 
quarters on neighboring plantations. They encamped near towns and 
cities, along rivers and streams, or in dense forests and swamps. 
They stayed alone, in small groups, sometimes in large bands. 
Usually only those who remained at large for longer periods—a small 
proportion of the total—were advertised as runaways. The mulatto 
George, owned by a farmer in Iberville Parish, Louisiana, was typical 
of this group. He “absconded from my House, & has since been 
heard of lurking about near the plantations in this parish,” the master 
noted. If he was not apprehended, he would “do mischief to the 
neighbors’ property.”© 

Indeed, there were few sections of the South where farmers did 
not complain about vagrants in their vicinity who were lying out, 


“lurking about near the plantations” and doing “mischief.” They 
sometimes moved about in broad daylight, seen by whites and other 
slaves. One slave owner in Lenoir County, North Carolina, said in 
1818 that his outlying slave had been seen frequently roaming about 
“my own neighborhood,” carrying a gun “and other weapons for 
defense.” He was also known to lie out in the “Vine Swamp, in this 
county.” If anyone would pay him $600, he would sell the black man 
“as he runs.”” 


Most slaves went out alone, but sometimes they did so as 
couples or with their children; sometimes they took several children 
while leaving others behind. In 1826, the slave woman Darcus, part 
of a trust estate established in Fairfield District, South Carolina, was 
about thirty-four years old. She was the mother of five children, 
ranging in age from about ten to less than a year. During the year 
she ran away twice, taking her two oldest children, remaining in the 
woods between three and four months on each occasion. In rare 
instances, entire families hid out together. In 1825, in Christ Church 
Parish, South Carolina, for example, a father, mother, and their three 
children absconded. The family was unusually successful in 
remaining at large, living in the woods, sneaking on to plantations at 
night, stealing and slaughtering livestock, retreating to their 
hideaway, joining up with other runaways. It was a harsh and 
precarious existence, living from day to day, hiding and running, 
fearful of discovery and capture, always worried about food and 
shelter for the children. But they established a successful routine of 
eluding slave hunters, at least until 1828, when whites mounted a 
determined effort to rid the countryside of the “great evil” of lying out. 
The family had been out for nearly three years. “They continued out 
until October last, when the children surrendered (one having been 
born in the woods),” a group of whites explained perfunctorily, “the 
Father & Mother both having been shot and Killed.”® 


Even under the best of circumstances, those remaining in the 
same area confronted many obstacles. Living conditions could be 
harsh, with inadequate food, water, shelter, clothing. Often the 
weather—stifling heat, incessant rains, and in the border states, 
frigid cold—could be as much a problem as finding food. In addition, 
the increasing density of settlement, improvements in 
communication, and the increasing frequency of patrols created 
problems. Struggling against a variety of vicissitudes, a number of 
lying-out slaves returned on their own. In 1829, Elisha Cain, the 
overseer of a plantation in Jefferson County, Georgia, reported that 
one of the slaves returned of his own accord after a few weeks. 
Another planter noted in his journal that on Saturday, 17 March 
1849, “Emaline runaway.” Two days later, he made a second entry: 
“Emaline come home.”? 


Only a small portion of runaways remained out for indefinite 
periods. Joe was still at large six months after he absconded, despite 
a long-running advertisement in the Charleston Mercury that said he 
was seen “lurking in his old range” near the Saltcatcher, where he 
had many friends. Moses was “middle size, well made, well looking, 
and quite intelligent,” a planter at Wiltown on the Pon Pon River in 
South Carolina said. The black man had acquaintances in Christ 
Church Parish and Charleston, where he had been secreting himself 
for six months. The Virginia slave Parker, according to his owner’s 
guardian, was “of bad character, ungovernable in his disposition, in 
the habit of leaving the employment of his master, and remaining in 
the woods for considerable portions of the year.”10 


Slaves who remained in the neighborhood for extended periods 
were usually ingenious, daring, and unafraid of whites. They 
maintained contacts with friends or relatives on plantations who 
provided them with food, clothing, shelter, and information. One 
prominent South Carolina planter warned that the utmost caution 
and secrecy needed to be used in organizing parties to search for 


runaways, who, he said, maintained contact and exchanged 
information with slaves on his plantation. Sometimes slaves traded 
stolen goods with merchants and other whites or took pilfered items 
into towns and cities to sell. Familiar with the area, they would 
appear for brief periods, move about, and disappear. Such was the 
case for the South Carolina slave Callimus, who was in his early 
forties, about six feet tall, and had “good teeth.” Callimus left Dean 
Hall Plantation on St. John’s Island in November 1826. At the end of 
February 1828, he remained at large. Seven men, belonging to 
seven different owners in Chowan County, North Carolina, also 
remained at large for a substantial period in 1816. Escaping on the 
same night, they gathered outside Edenton, moved up the Chowan 
River, and according to local farmers and planters, stole, pillaged, 
looted, and committed many “acts of felony,” as they moved in and 
out of the dense forests. '! 

A similar group of about a dozen slaves in Charleston District, 
South Carolina, hid out in the heavily wooded areas around their 
owners’ plantations. There were three brothers—Sambo, Israel, and 
Frederick, ages twenty to twenty-six, Ned and his wife and three 
children, and Sancho or Sam. They moved about, maintained 
several base camps, and passed and repassed frequently between 
plantations. They also communicated with and visited town slaves. 
They moved in and out of slave quarters so freely that one planter 
issued cards to his nonrunaway slaves, “cards describing the bearer, 
which will be renewed weekly.” In this way, he said, the runaways 
could not mix “with the other negroes on his own place” and escape 
detection, as they had in the past. In 1852, Francis D. Richardson, 
owner of Bayside Plantation in St. Mary Parish, Louisiana, reported 
great excitement among slaveholders in his area. As many as twenty 
armed runaways gathered in the swamps near Franklin, the parish 
seat, committing “depredations in the way of roberies.” Travelers 
below New Orleans and on the west side of Bayou Teche, 


Richardson said, were being advised not to proceed without carrying 
weapons. 1? 


Slaves who remained at large for “considerable portions of the 
year’ were only occasionally armed with guns, but they were almost 
always in close communication with slaves on various plantations. 
The South Carolina slave Castilla had absconded and been 
recaptured on numerous occasions. As he grew older, he stayed out 
longer. Moving by boat along the Ashepoo, Combahee, and Edisto 
rivers, he knew slaves on plantations in nearly every backwater and 
bay in the triangle area between Walterborough, Charleston, and 
Beaufort. By about age fifty, Castilla had spent a good deal of his life 
on the run. In 1824, when he was arrested by the Colleton District 
sheriff, he had been at large for a year.'9 


At times, outlying slaves became so numerous in an area that it 
seemed virtually impossible to curtail their activities. In the entire 
“lower and middle divisions of the state,” a group of South Carolina 
planters said about 1829, slave owners suffered from the “great evil 
of absconding slaves.” Those lying out, at times commanded by 
“cunning” and “artful” leaders who were adept at avoiding capture, 
looted and pillaged plantations, butchered cattle, carried off sheep 
and hogs, stole tools and guns, and burned buildings. Several 
planters said it was impossible “Keeping stock of any Kind.” One 
captured slave boasted that in less than a month he alone had 
butchered forty head of cattle. “In January last Eighteen slaves the 
property of one of Your Memorialists went off under their driver,” the 
slave owners said in a petition to the South Carolina Senate, “and of 
these one fellow has been shot and Killed, while the house of the 
owner has been pillaged by his own Slaves, ten of whom are still out 
in a neighbouring parish.” Some years later, in 1860, an Alabama 
woman wrote about “one hundred negroes taken up in Autauga 
County a short time since and out of the hundred there was twenty- 
five hung and also one white man was hung.” It would make no 


difference to her, she added, if “they were all hung and the 
abolitionist with them.” '4 


To Strike a Bargain 


If these outlyers sought to conceal themselves in woods and 
swamps, others ran away for the opposite reason: to strike a bargain 
with their owners. Indeed, some left with the intention of lying out for 
a few days, or weeks, and then negotiating to gain concessions. It 
was a precarious undertaking, and it was necessary to have a good 
idea of how a master might respond. On some plantations, such 
action would have been foolhardy, but on other plantations, owners 
willingly negotiated with their slaves. Perhaps the most famous 
example was Benjamin Montgomery, who ran away in 1836 from 
Hurricane Plantation in Davis Bend, Mississippi, owned by Joseph 
Davis, the brother of Jefferson Davis. Having recently been sold from 
Virginia, Benjamin yearned to return home. When he was caught, 
however, Davis neither whipped nor punished the slave; rather the 
two men reached a “mutual understanding.” If he vowed not to 
abscond, Montgomery could learn to read and write, earn money, 
and manage a store. '° 

Such privileges were rarely accorded slaves, but other runaways 
dickered with their owners about the treatment of their families, work 
routine, visitation privileges, overwork payments, hiring 
arrangements, choice of employers, food allotments, housing, 
clothing, and other matters. They wanted to be near their wives and 
husbands, live with their children, or stay on the plantation with their 
parents. They sought permission to visit towns and cities, stay 
overnight on another plantation, or travel to another county. It 
appears strange that members of an apparently “powerless” group 
would be able to negotiate with members of the slaveholding gentry. 
It did occur, however, and sometimes negotiations were initiated not 


by the slave but by the owner. “I have tried to send Pete several 
messages since he has been out,” Mollie Mitchell of Columbiana, 
Alabama, wrote her sister-in-law on one occasion, “but | do not know 
whither he has received them or not.”'® 


Some slaves ran away in order to be sold. Owned by Baker 
Wrather of Lebanon, Tennessee, Major journeyed twenty-eight miles 
to visit his wife in Nashville on numerous occasions. He often did so 
without the owner’s permission. “Probably he is lurking about 
Nashville,” the owner said after one such departure. “I will sell said 
negro—| prefer selling him in Nashville, as he has a wife there. If he 
will return, he shall be forgiven—I will then sell him in Nashville.” 
When asked why he had run off, Jesse, a Maryland slave, said at 
first that he “could not & did not assign any reason for it,” but later 
confessed that “he wished to be sold.” One anonymous Alabama 
slave, about to be transferred to Mississippi as part of an estate, 
threatened to run away if he were not sold to someone in the same 
area. The guardian of the slave’s owner said that “the boy had a wife 
in Alabama & was unwilling to come to this state.” Moreover, he was 
literate, a person of “bad character,” and had previously forged a 
promissory note “& procured the money on it.” The black man’s 
“intelligence and capacity to write would have enabled him to 
escape,” the guardian said; under the circumstances, it was best to 
accede to the slave’s wishes. '’ 


Although a slave named Bug did not abscond on Bayou Mason, 
Louisiana, to be sold, he did want to be traded to a more 
sympathetic owner. Setting out during the harvest season of 1830, 
he went straight to the plantation house of Joseph Bieller and asked 
for help. It was unfortunate that he ran away, Bieller wrote a relative 
who owned Bug, but at least he had not “got in gaol and run you to 
expence.”'® He continued: 


| show like verry much to swap you one of my boys for him and 
give you the difference. | will give you one hundred dollars more 
than any other person will give. | am truly sorry to see him as a 
runaway. | hope you will not be so hard on him as you was the 
last time he came here. No one nowse but myself what fealing | 
have for him. Black as he is we were Raised together. 


Slaves who pressed for better treatment by lying out often did so, 
like Major and the unnamed Alabama man, to effect improvements in 
their family circumstances. Of course, thousands of slaves ran away 
to be near loved ones or to try to follow them to distant parts, but this 
was different. This was an attempt to influence the action of an 
owner or to change a decision once it had been made. Living near or 
with a spouse, keeping one’s children, preventing the sale of loved 
ones, being able to visit relatives and family members were matters 
of utmost importance. The motive of a Virginia family who ran away 
from Rose Hill Plantation in Fairfax County, Virginia, in 1804, 
became apparent only after they had been captured, brought back, 
and run away again. The first advertisement noted that Sam and his 
wife, Suckey, their teenage daughter Jane, and “three small 
Children” had left the plantation. A subsequent advertisement, noting 
that the father, mother, and daughter had again run away, included 
an offer from the owner. “If the above negroes will return home, 
without putting the owner to any further expense,” Henry Talbutt 
wrote, “they will not be sold.” A young Maryland servant, John 
Bacon, stayed out for five weeks visiting his “relatives,” probably his 
mother and father, in Baltimore before being caught and jailed. At 
first, his master, William Stewart, threatened to sell him, but then 
changed his mind, obtained Bacon’s release, and permitted him to 
go to Baltimore periodically. In court, he said that it was all a mistake 
and defended Bacon as an “alleged runaway.”'9 


Although family matters were a principal concern, there were 
many other reasons to strike a bargain. Some slaves simply wanted 
to change owners. A frequent runaway, the Tennessee slave Gabriel 
informed his owner, Benjamin F. Moseley of Nashville, that if he 
were not sold he would continue to abscond. Initially, Moseley 
refused to give in to such a threat, but when Gabriel continued to 
remain out for extended periods, the owner recanted and sold him to 
Sarah W. Adams of Memphis. At the time of the sale, Gabriel was in 
the woods, and a fellow slave brought him the news, whereupon the 
black man went into town and turned himself over to his new 
owner.2° 

Bound by family, kinship, and personal history to one location, 
slaves also, ironically, ran away to remain in the same location. 
When she learned that her owner, John Butler of Adair County, 
Kentucky, was about to sell her to “some Natchez men,” the black 
woman Rody “got wind of it & laid out until they were gone and then 
came home.” Her owner said that this “could hardly be called runing 
away.” Similarly, when she learned that her owner’s husband 
planned to take her to Texas, an Alabama slave ran into the woods 
and hid. Later she was found in a neighboring county, and the white 
man told her that he had no intention of taking her away or leaving 
the state. For nearly a decade, a group of female slaves was hired 
out in Charleston, South Carolina, as part of a trust estate. The four 
women—Rachel, Sarah, Sarah’s child, and Rose—lived together. 
After Sarah’s child and Rachel died, Rose gave birth to two other 
children, and then Rose, Sarah, and the children made up one 
“family.” In 1852, it was decided that the slaves would be returned to 
St. George’s Parish, Colleton District, but the black women, “who 
have been accustomed always to live in town, positively refused to 
go into the Country and have been away.” The owner’s trustee and 
his wife were “unwilling to use coercion, and do not desire to be 
troubled with negroes who are not content to live where they live, 


and who by remaining away may put them to great trouble and 
expense.”2' 


Sometimes the subject of arbitration was not revealed, but it was 
clear that the slave absconded for a specific reason and the owner 
agreed to a specific demand or at least was willing to seek a mutual 
understanding. In Maryland, Hester, a term slave, was described by 
her owner William Brooks of Baltimore as a runaway. He asked a 
local court for permission to extend her term of servitude and sell her 
out of the state. The next day, however, after an apparent 
compromise with Hester, Brooks withdrew his complaint and paid the 
court costs. The runaway Augustin in St. Landry Parish, Louisiana, 
described as “a lead slave [driver],” laid out for weeks at a time, 
moving eastward to hideouts along the German Coast or other 
sections along the Mississippi River. Using a white man as an 
intermediary, he sent notes back to his owner. The contents of the 
notes were not revealed, but it is obvious that he was seeking 
concessions from a master who had previously negotiated with this 
talented slave.?2 


On rare occasions, runaways negotiated for their own freedom. 
This usually occurred in the Upper South, and often in Maryland, 
where by the 1840s and 1850s increasing numbers were held in 
servitude for a period of years as term slaves. One white who held a 
slave in this manner became so frustrated at the black man’s lying 
out that he told the servant that if he would pay him six dollars a 
month for three years, he would permit him to hire his own time and 
at the end of that time be “free and discharged from slavery and all 
manner of servitude.” Moreover, the slave, James Edwards, had a 
buyout option: he could pay the owner $175 in cash and would be 
immediately “discharged from all obligations” of servitude. Another 
Maryland man was made the same promise, but under different 
circumstances. Michael ran away to be with his wife on so many 
occasions that his owner decided to sell him to the neighbor who 


owned his wife. The new owner agreed to place payments for extra 
work into a fund to purchase his freedom. The black man became 
“animated,” worked diligently, and after eight years, had saved 
enough. The owner, however, decided against honoring the 
“contract.” When Michael threatened a suit, the owner responded 
with the following explanation:2° 


In the first place when | passed my word to Michael that he 
should have his freedom when he paid me the sum of $318 it was 
done with the view that he might become orderly obedient and 
subservient to my will and wishes, which he has wholly failed to doe 
and you cannot but see that this threat to sue me, and draw me into 
litigation is an instance of his disobedient contempt for my authority. 


It was not only slave owners who reneged on bargains, however. 
Runaways were quite adept at practicing the art of deception. Once 
away from the plantation this would be obvious, but it was also 
employed when negotiating with whites, as slaves often kept their 
true motives hidden while convincing their masters of their good 
intentions. Elias Burgess of Maryland was one such slave. First, 
despite being a perpetual runaway, he convinced William Kriesman 
of Baltimore to purchase his unexpired term as a slave; second, he 
confessed that his past indiscretions were because he did not want 
to live on a farm; and third, he planned to reform. As Kriesman told it 
“he purchased the said boy, at the special instance and request of 
the said boy, that he would well and truly service your petitioner, that 
his desire was to live in the City, and that the reason he runaway 
from his former master was that he did not like to live in the Country.’ 
No sooner had he obliged him, than Elias ran away “two or three 
times” and each time had put Kriesman to “great trouble” and “great 
expense.”24 


The Virginia slave William demonstrated the same kind of 
deception. Despite an abundance of evidence to the contrary, he 
was able to convince his owner that he had good intentions. During 
the mid-1850s, William became a habitual runaway—three times 
after being hired out in 1856 and between December 1857 and June 
1858, when he remained in hiding “nearly all the year.” After each 
episode, he would return or be brought back to his owner Elizabeth 
House of Brunswick County and beg for forgiveness. He was 
successful for several years, but finally the mistress wrote in despair 
that, in addition to “his incorrigible disposition to run away so often,” 
he was untrustworthy, “having made so many promises of future 
good behavior—which he has not kept.”2° 


Pressing for better treatment by lying out was at best a 
precarious undertaking, and the bargains struck were frequently 
abrogated on both sides. Occasionally when slaves were not able to 
negotiate with their masters, they ran away to neighboring 
plantations and sought to negotiate with other slaveholders. This 
was done in response to a particularly cruel master, to live with a 
spouse, or to be close to relatives. It was a ruse that usually ended 
with the return of the fugitive, but sometimes many months later. The 
slave Aimee and her daughter Chouchoute of St. John the Baptist 
Parish, Louisiana, absconded from their owner Justin Marc Rideau in 
the fall of 1844; nine months later, they were discovered on a 
neighboring plantation. Even after the discovery, they hid from 
authorities (ostensibly with the permission of their new “master”) and 
remained out of the reach of their owner.7° 


In Georgia, a number of slaveholders noted that they had 
“casually lost” their slaves, only to discover them on a neighbor's 
plantation or working for someone else. In most such cases, slaves 
were seeking to live with loved ones, hide from their owners, or 
secure wages as hirelings. While on occasion farmers and planters 
did steal one another's slaves, they also acquiesced when runaways 


sought to live on their plantations or come under their control. 
Caroline and her child were casually lost by Jasper County slave 
master William Webb in 1831. They turned up two years later about 
seventy miles to the west in Coweta County, living on the plantation 
of Edward Castleberry, who now claimed title to the two slaves. In 
1842, the young man George, who brought his owner $100 a year as 
a hired slave in Augusta, turned up in the same area after being 
absent for three years. He had been discovered missing 1 January 
1839, the traditional hiring day in Augusta. In March 1842, George’s 
owner, Edward Palmer of Richmond County, said the man had been 
lost “out of his possession,” but was now discovered working for 
Wyatt W. Starke, who refused to return him.2’ 


It appears that George was seeking a better hiring arrangement. 
Others changed masters to be with their loved ones. One striking 
example occurred in 1829 when four slaves—Casey, her two 
daughters, Rose and Lucinda, and her son, John—owned by planter 
George Smith, in Coweta County, Georgia, ran away to the 
plantation of James Eckles, where Casey’s husband lived. It would 
seem that Smith should have known where his slave’s husband 
lived, but he did not, and the slave family remained together with the 
acquiescence of Eckles for many years. Indeed, Casey had given 
birth to three more boys—Moses, Isaac, and Jacob—and nearly a 
decade passed before Smith discovered their location and initiated 
legal action for their return.2° 


Distant Points 


If the majority of runaways remained in the same vicinity of their 
owners’ farms and plantations, others struck out for more distant 
parts. Where they might go depended on why they absconded. For 
many, the direction was less important than heading to a place 
where they might find loved ones, obtain assistance, secure 


employment, mix with other slaves or free blacks. Some simply set 
out in a direction they felt they would least likely be pursued; others 
followed the course of a river or boarded a vessel not knowing its 
destination. Others did not know where to go. Even among whites, 
there was an ignorance of geography, and blacks usually knew only 
what they had observed after being taken from one section to 
another or what they had been told by others. Some had never 
traveled beyond their owners’ plantations. As a Tennessee fugitive 
who made it to Ohio admitted: “I had never been but about 
seventeen miles away from home in my life.”29 


There were runaways who devised a specific plan—going to a 
given point, hiding until advertisements ceased, then moving to 
another location and seeking to merge with the free black population. 
Armstead, an eighteen-year-old slave owned by Spotsylvania farmer 
William Tompkins, ran away in 1810. After some months, Tompkins 
concluded that Armstead was either “dead, or gone to some of the 
northern states.” In fact, however, the slave journeyed forty miles 
away to Caroline County, where he took the name John Tyree and 
posed as a free man of color. There were many free blacks named 
Tyree in the county, and the wily fugitive, who could read and write, 
found work as a laborer. He remained at large for eleven years, 
being discovered only when he himself wrote his owner seeking 
assistance after being charged with raping a white woman.°° 


Targeting areas with free black populations was not only done to 
achieve anonymity, but to obtain assistance. Many slaves in the 
Upper South, and not a few in the Lower South as well, had friends, 
acquaintances, and relatives who were free. “DESERTED the 
premises,” declared one Virginia owner, adding that he had reason 
to believe that his slave Bob was being “harbored by free negroes.” 
In Loudoun and Fauquier counties, fugitives sought out free relatives 
and friends to such an extent that whites petitioned the General 
Assembly to rid the state of free people of color because “in many 


instances” they provided food, clothing, protection, and safe haven 
for their brethren in bondage. A man in Norfolk, signing his petition 
“A Virginian,” said that areas with large numbers of free blacks were 
favorite hiding places for runaways. Moreover, in these areas free 
women of color exerted a great deal of influence and stubbornly 
refused to be deported to West Africa, where whites wished to send 
free blacks. They were thus not only willing to harbor runaways, but 
by rejecting emigration, they also assisted slaves by maintaining 
stable free black communities where runaways could find refuge.*" 


The interconnections between runaways and free blacks were 
less frequent in the Lower South, where there were fewer free 
persons of color. Nonetheless, slaves sought out relatives and 
friends who were free in South Carolina, Mississippi, Louisiana, and 
other deep South states. The owner of the “very likely” mulatto slave 
John of Charleston, South Carolina, was certain that he was being 
hidden by his aunt, free woman of color Peggy Ford, as the two had 
been seen together in the city. The twenty-two-year-old nurse 
Tenah, taken by her owner to Charleston from the small town of 
Barnwell, South Carolina, immediately absconded. Her free black 
husband, William Lewis, living on Grove Creek, was probably 
protecting her, the owner said, but “she may have made her way 
towards Columbia, in this state, where it is understood a former 
husband was taken and now resides.”°2 


Slaves also received other types of assistance from friends and 
relations who were free. In 1808, following his owner’s death, Giles, 
a Virginia slave, was hired out to a Henrico County man named 
Charles Purcell. Within three weeks, Purcell pronounced that the 
slave was “of the most vile & worthless character & habits, & 
particularly addicted to stealing.” Giles escaped to the house of free 
woman of color Patsey Whaley, who went to the executor of the 
deceased master’s will and asked if he would return Purcell’s bond if 
Purcell would agree to “relinquish his claim to the services of said 


negroe.” Both men agreed, and the runaway at least for the present 
remained with his free black protector. Another runaway obtained a 
map of the United States from his free black father before departing. 
Others obtained information about roads, river traffic, sailing vessels, 
routes of travel, possible hiding places, and free blacks, slaves, and 
whites who might assist them along the way. The twenty-three-year- 
old Virginia slave Martha Whitehead was assisted by her mother, 
who had become free, and by a number of male and female free 
acquaintances, “all of whom,” her owner believed, “doubtless had a 
hand in enticing her off.”°° 


Great caution had to be employed when assisting runaways, and 
free blacks who did so sometimes paid a heavy price. In 1841, 
George W. Danley and Thomas Bryan, free men of color who served 
as mate and cook on the Philadelphia-to-New Orleans bark B. 
Mezick, assisted Jacob Francis, alias Wallace, a Louisiana slave 
owned by William H. Avery. The slave made it to freedom while the 
crewmen went to prison. Discovered during the voyage, the two free 
blacks vouched for Francis as a free man, one of them paying his 
fare, but as the B. Mezick sailed up the Delaware River, the runaway 
dove overboard, swam ashore, made it into Philadelphia, sold two of 
his master’s gold watches, and journeyed on to Canada. When the 
boat returned to Louisiana, Danley and Bryan were arrested, tried, 
convicted, and sentenced to two years hard labor in the 
penitentiary.*4 

Penalties for assisting runaways could be even worse. In 1858, 
Maryland free black Daniel Mackey was indicted, tried, and 
convicted of having “persuaded, aided and assisted” a Negro man 
named Tom “to escape and runaway.” A few days before Christmas, 
Mackey was sold into slavery by the sheriff of Talbot County for 
$950. Tom’s owners, Francis and Sophia Loockerman, were then 
reimbursed the $200 they had paid to slave catchers to capture 
Mackey and retrieve Tom.°° 


The question of where to go was thus answered by runaways in a 
variety of ways. It was probably easier during the early nineteenth 
century—when transportation and communication were slow and 
traveling to the next county might take days—to remain within a 
forty—or fifty-mile radius of the owner’s residence. Newspapers were 
not published in many towns, and the trail of an escaped slave could 
be cold by the time an advertisement appeared in the press. At times 
slave hunters would put up posters as they tracked runaways, but 
this was inefficient. Consequently, some shrewd runaways remained 
at large for years, as did Armstead, not too far from their master’s 
plantation. Even during later decades, a few ingenious slaves found 
work in the same county or nearby counties. Absconding from his 
owner’s farm on the Chickahominy River, west of Richmond, 
Virginia, in 1854, Barnett first returned to the upper part of Henrico 
County, where he had previously been hired, then moved south to 
Chesterfield County. Though spotted in both places, he avoided 
capture. One San Augustine County, Texas, slave escaped from his 
owner and hired himself as a well digger to a resident of the same 
county. It was not until a rope broke and a bucket of dirt fell on the 
slave’s head killing him that word got back to the owner concerning 
his slave’s whereabouts.°° 


Farther South and Elsewhere 


Many slaves ran away farther south. Indeed, slaves living in the 
Lower Mississippi River Valley or in Mississippi and Alabama were 
more likely to run south and west than north. The stream of 
runaways moving from parishes and counties along the Mississippi 
River and its tributaries—especially Natchitoches, Rapides, Pointe 
Coupee, East and West Feliciana, East and West Baton Rouge in 
Louisiana and Adams, Jefferson, and Wilkinson counties in 
Mississippi—southward to New Orleans was relentless. “Ranaway 


from the subscriber’s plantation, in the parish of Natchitoches,” one 
notice read, William Chambery, about twenty years old and “well 
constituted.” The planter not only sought Chambery, but the return of 
“his negro wench Louisa,” “negro wench Eliza,” and a black man, 
Henry Price. They were, he said, heading down the Cane, Red, and 
Mississippi rivers, to New Orleans. One slave apprentice from West 
Feliciana Parish went down the river so often that his employer could 
usually retrieve him within two weeks.°’ 

Sometimes those who were seeking to return to the Upper South 
ventured down the Mississippi River. “He is very artful,” a Pointe 
Coupee Parish, Louisiana, slaveholder said in 1833, concerning 
Davy, a thirty-three-year-old runaway brought from Virginia. One of 
the reasons he had been sold to the Lower South was his “habit of 
running away.” Now he had stolen his owner’s skiff and gone down 
the river, or crossed over it, taking with him a fifteen-day ration of 
pork and corn bread, a blanket capote, a change of clothes, and two 
hand saws. Skilled as a blacksmith and cartmaker, his owner said 
that he “may have taken the saws the better to impose on the 
community, by passing for a neighborhood carpenter.” Eventually the 
slave would try to return to Virginia. Others went south because they 
believed their chances were better if they reached towns and cities 
along the river. The three slaves who absconded from the 
superintendent of public works on Bayou Boeuf in Rapides Parish in 
1835 were well prepared to leave. They possessed a double- 
barreled shotgun, an axe, an assortment of clothes, fur hats, shoes, 
and “may have a pass procured from one of them who can write a 
fair hand.” They were last seen heading down the Red River toward 
the Mississippi River and New Orleans.°® 

When it might be suspected that they would take to the river, 
some slaves who lived along the Mississippi deliberately struck out 
across the countryside, away from the river. The circuitous escape 
route of George, a field hand with two missing front teeth, was typical 


of this group. Leaving Wilkinson County, Mississippi, near Woodville, 
George ran away to the east, not to the river a few miles away, 
moving through the hilly and sometimes densely forested 
countryside to the Pearl River. He followed the river as it meandered 
southward forming the border between Mississippi and Louisiana. 
When sighted near Pearlington, a hamlet near the mouth of the river, 
he was heading toward the Gulf of Mexico, a few miles distant.°? 


Those who ran away from Missouri, or Kentucky, to the Lower 
South were often similarly attempting to confuse their owners. Who 
would suspect that someone living so near freedom, especially if 
they were close to the Ohio or Mississippi rivers, would run away to 
the deep South? Having served as a baker on board steamboats 
owned by Daniel D. Page of St. Louis, the slave Dennis did just that 
in 1839, when he went “down to Natchez with some person bound 
for Texas.” The owner said, “in all probability he has gone up the 
Red River.”“° Most often those who went from the Upper to the 
Lower South in this manner were skilled and able to find 
employment. Dennis was not unusual in this respect, and posing as 
a free black, he might easily find work on his way to Texas. 


Running away farther south did not always meet with such 
success, however. The slave Peter, taken by slave trader Miles 
Kelley from Kentucky to Vicksburg, escaped and moved southward 
along the east side of the river into Louisiana. It is not clear what 
happened next, but in 1846, more than seven years later, “Joe” 
turned himself over to the jailer in West Feliciana Parish and 
confessed that he was a runaway. A few days later a suit was filed 
by Kelley against planter Joseph Purl seeking a writ of sequestration 
for a “Negro slave named Peter alias Joe.” The slave trader charged 
that the plantation owner had captured Peter and, without legal 
authority, forced him to work on his plantation. The court agreed, and 
Peter, alias Joe, was turned back to the trader.*" 


Not only to confuse their owners, but for various other reasons, 
some slaves in Kentucky and Tennessee absconded to the deep 
South. Transported from Georgia to the Flint River and thence to 
Warren County, Kentucky, Jupiter ran away through Kentucky and 
into Tennessee. “It is supposed he has lived with the Creek Indians,” 
his owner said in 1814, “and will endeavor to get to the nation again.” 
The young black Washington, scarred on his hand, arm, forehead, 
and with “a naked spot on the back of his head,” made off in August 
1841 from Caldwell County, in western Kentucky. Although very 
close to both the Tennessee and Cumberland rivers and about thirty 
miles from the Ohio River and the border to Illinois, Washington’s 
owner was certain that he was heading southwest, either for 
Keysburg, Logan County, where he had been purchased; Nashville, 
where he once lived and was “very desirous to get back”; or Sumner 
County, Tennessee, where he had a slave uncle. He was probably 
helped by his aunt Sarah, a free woman of color who lived in 
Eddyville, Kentucky, on the east side of the Cumberland River.*2 


Not only was there a strong movement to the south and west, but 
depending on the circumstances, runaways headed in an easterly or 
southeasterly direction. Just as slaves in the Mississippi Valley 
followed the rivers south, in the Piedmont and Coastal Plain in states 
from Virginia to Georgia they went along the York, Rappahannock, 
Neuse, Savannah, and Saluda rivers toward the sea. Not a few 
absconders followed the general path of Polock, who started out ten 
miles below the Abbeville Court House in South Carolina. Situated 
between the Savannah and Saluda rivers, flowing to the southeast, 
Polock had several possible routes as he moved along the rivers 
through the rolling landscape and fields of corn and cotton toward 
the coast. He made it more than two hundred miles to Charleston, 
only to be arrested and thrown into the workhouse.*? 


As was the case elsewhere, runaways from the interior of the 
eastern seaboard states moved south to reunite with their families. 


“There is little doubt that Jim has gone to the Southward,” explained 
a planter on the Cooper River in South Carolina in 1831 concerning 
his runaway carpenter who had been missing six months. Jim had 
been recently sold away from Colleton District and would no doubt 
return to that area. Leaving the plantation of Henry Carter in Halifax 
County, North Carolina, John moved south and west until he 
reached Charleston, where he was committed to the workhouse. 
Purchased at an auction in Richmond in 1850, Jesse was taken to 
Charles City County, Virginia, to work Hill Carter’s Shirley Plantation. 
When he ran away in 1854, his owner believed he would try “to get 
back to North Carolina, or to the Dismal swamp, where | understand 
he worked before | purchased him.” A slave blacksmith named 
Nelson, transported from Orange County, North Carolina, to Hanover 
County, Virginia, made a desperate attempt to return in 1856. 
Captured and jailed in Petersburg, he escaped and continued his 
southward trek, following railroad tracks as he “had been instructed” 
by a fellow slave.*4 


While not as strong as the other directional paths, in part 
because of the difficulty of travel, slaves also returned from the west 
to the east. Here, too, they were seeking to get back to areas where 
they had previously lived. As the domestic slave trade gained 
momentum and tens of thousands were taken across the 
Appalachians, some of them sought to return to Virginia, Maryland, 
and North and South Carolina. Many of their journeys were not 
unlike that of Rachel, purchased by Dr. John Newnan of Washington 
County, Tennessee. In 1808, the young woman struck out on foot 
across the Appalachian Mountains and onto the Piedmont. She 
managed to travel more than a hundred miles before she was 
captured and jailed in Salisbury, North Carolina. She was seeking to 
return home, but learned from the agent sent to fetch her that not 
only would she not be returned home but that her owner had sold 
her out of jail.4° 


Runaways who made it some distance from their owner's farm or 
plantation and headed in a direction that the master might not 
suspect were often not advertised in areas where captured. As a 
consequence, when they were jailed no one came forward to claim 
them as their property. In 1826, the Abbeville, South Carolina, slave 
Ambrose fled eastward. He was captured in Chester District, only 
about one hundred miles from his owner’s farm, but he went 
unclaimed. After confinement for a year, Ambrose was sold at a 
sheriff's auction. The slave Anthony deserted his master in Choctaw 
County, Alabama, on the border of Mississippi in September 1846, 
making his way east and northeast across Alabama and Georgia into 
South Carolina. When he was arrested some months later in Union 
County, South Carolina, he had journeyed nearly five hundred miles. 
No one claimed him, however, and after his time in jail, he, too, was 
auctioned off to a local farmer. A few years later, he escaped again, 
moving eastward and northward to Halifax County, North Carolina, 
near the Virginia line, where he was arrested and returned to his 
owner in Union County.*° 


The direction others took depended on circumstances. In the 
period before Florida became a territory (1821), and even in later 
years, Georgia and South Carolina slaves moved across the border 
into Florida. Also in the early decades of the nineteenth century, 
slaves headed from every direction into Cherokee, Creek, and 
Choctaw territories of Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi, favorite 
refuges for slaves from those states as well as Tennessee. When 
the land was cleared and plantations created, runaways sought more 
remote areas in the swamps and hills. In Alabama, the rugged hill 
country fifty miles north of the Black Belt was a “favorite lurking- 
ground for runaway negroes.” The rough terrain provided them 
numerous “coverts for concealment” during the day, an observer 
noted, and at night slaves on the plantations helped “them to find the 
necessaries of existence.” A local man said that he knew of “folks 


who had come here to look after niggers from plantations two 
hundred miles to the southward.”*/ 


During the 1840s and 1850s, southern Texas became a 
thoroughfare for slaves crossing the border to freedom in Mexico. 
“You are well aware of the insecurity of Slave property in this 
County,” a group of forty-nine residents of San Antonio explained in 
1851 to their Bexar County delegation in the General Assembly in 
Austin, “and will at once perceive the necessity of enacting an 
appropriate remedy.” The problem was that, although the present 
law provided the death penalty for anyone “enticing a slave from his 
master,” the law was only applicable to those who were convicted of 
actually enticing a slave away. There was no adequate punishment 
for those who advised or attempted to induce a slave to run away. 
Mexicans who assisted slaves had been brought before local 
authorities but were discharged because they had committed “no 
overt act.”48 


The Promised Land 


The dream of freedom in the North or Canada—the so-called 
Promised Land—went unfulfilled for the vast majority of runaways. 
Those who headed northward from plantations along the coast of 
South Carolina and Georgia, the Black Belt of Alabama, or 
Mississippi and Louisiana faced a trek of hundreds of miles through 
uncharted and largely unknown territory. Even their counterparts in 
the upper states confronted numerous obstacles to making it to free 
territory. A few were able to find assistance from conductors of the 
Underground Railroad, Quakers, or antislavery whites. And a few 
others, traveling at night or hiding aboard sailing vessels and 
steamboats, made it to the North. But the chances of fugitives 
making it from the slave states into New Jersey or Pennsylvania or 
crossing the Ohio River were remote.*9 


Even residency in the border state of Maryland, in such proximity 
to freedom, did not ensure success. Most who lived in the 
Chesapeake region probably ended up like Willis Burgess, a slave 
hired out by an estate. Escaping from his employer in Anne Arundel 
County in 1836, Burgess headed northwest into Baltimore County, 
moved swiftly along the road to Hanover, and then turned toward his 
destination of York, Pennsylvania. Late that same night, however, he 
was captured and put in the Baltimore city jail. After the episode, the 
executor of the estate who hired Burgess out deemed it “most 
prudent” to sell Burgess, and a few days later, he was placed on the 
auction block. Sixteen-year-old Nathaniel, a Maryland slave who 
absconded in mid-July 1858, made it farther than had Burgess, but 
as he approached the Pennsylvania line, he was overtaken by a 
slave catcher. He, too, had been at large less than twenty-four 
hours. William Henry Thomas, a sixteen-year-old slave for a term of 
years (until he was thirty-three), was arrested in Harford County, 
having left Baltimore on his way to “a free state.” Although teenage 
apprentice Melichoir Moore “was induced by designing persons” to 
flee from Harford County across the state line into Pennsylvania, he 
never made it and was ordered to be sold.°° 

Similarly, western Virginia and Kentucky slaves found the Ohio 
River a formidable barrier. Authorities in counties along the river 
were on the lookout for those who might be trying to pass 
themselves off as hired hands or free persons. At certain jumping-off 
points and portage locations, sheriffs were particularly vigilant. 
Traveling more than one hundred miles through the rugged 
Allegheny Mountains from Greenbrier County, Virginia, Henry made 
it to Greenup, Kentucky, on the Ohio River, before he was caught 
and returned to his owner. Henry was a “likely and valuable negroe,” 
a group of whites asserted in 1821, but also “obstinate perverse and 
unruly. . . . His high notions of liberty have already prompted him to 
make repeated attempts to go to the State of Ohio, or to some other 
part of the United States, in which he would expect an unmolested 


enjoyment of freedom.” With similar “high notions of liberty,” the 
Kentucky slave Frank traversed almost exactly the same distance— 
one hundred miles—to exactly the same location nearly a quarter- 
century later. Escaping from Pike County in eastern Kentucky near 
the Cumberland Mountains, the slave eluded pursuers, traversed the 
rugged hill country, and finally reached the Ohio River. At the last 
moment, however, he was discovered, arrested, and jailed.°' 


Indeed, there seemed to be no formula for success. Some 
runaways concealed themselves, used disguises, obtained free 
papers, traveled the back roads, and hid out for months, but were 
still captured. Others threw caution to the wind and made it to 
freedom. The successful District of Columbia fugitive Matilda 
Witherall, who ran away to Pennsylvania “or some other state or 
Territory,” was described by her owner as a bright mulatto, with 
straight black hair, and a large bump protruding from her throat 
believed to be a goiter. She left in the middle of the day on the main 
road out of the city.°2 


Although no specific scheme ensured success, those who made 
it to the North were often among the most ingenious, persistent, and 
intelligent runaways. About twenty-five years old, quick spoken, 
articulate, and clever, the Tennessee slave Jim Lace set out in June 
1839 for a free state. “This fellow has once before attempted to 
make his escape into a free State and was taken in Kentucky making 
his way to Illinois,” Asa Jackson, a farmer who lived a few miles west 
of Lebanon, explained. “I am apprehensive that he will again make a 
similar attempt and probably aim for the same State.” The strategy of 
a free black husband was to convince an elderly woman in Maryland 
to sell him his wife and his two boys. He signed a contract to 
purchase his family. When the woman died a short time later, he was 
on his way to Pennsylvania or New Jersey. “Annette ranaway and 
carried with her the two children,” the administrator of the woman’s 
estate noted; the husband “never complied with the contract,” he 


added bitterly, nor was that ever his intention. There was no 
possibility, he concluded, that the mother and children would ever be 
returned.°° 


If Upper South runaways faced numerous obstacles in attempting 
to flee to the North, those in the Lower South found it virtually 
impossible. Most Georgia slaves heading north, for example, 
probably fared about the same as Isaac and William, runaways from 
Savannah, owned by different persons. Isaac was dark skinned and 
could “write a good hand,” while William was “very talkative and 
intelligent.” They were jailed at Walterborough, Colleton District, 
South Carolina, near the Georgia line, within a few days after they 
had set out. It took another slave also named Isaac a year to move 
northward from South Carolina to Surry County, Virginia, before he 
was captured and jailed. The record does not reveal what he did 
along the way or how long he remained in any one place or how he 
remained at large for so long, only that he was gradually moving 
northward. Setting out across the Savannah River from Wilkes 
County, Georgia, in February 1843, Henry Meredith moved quickly 
through South Carolina into North Carolina and was very close to the 
Virginia border when he was captured and jailed in Yanceyville, 
Caswell County, North Carolina. Meredith had journeyed two 
hundred and fifty miles. Refusing to divulge his owner’s name or 
place of residence, the slave remained in jail for a year before being 
sold at a sheriff's auction in the spring of 1845 as prescribed by 
law.°4 


The same was true of runaways from other Lower South states. 
They, too, often found the journey northward hazardous, and in the 
great majority of cases, failed to reach their destinations. In the early 
years, they used the waterways by poling a skiff or barge upstream. 
Since this had to be done during the day and progress upstream was 
slow, it was easy to see them. Three slaves who escaped seventy 
miles above Natchez in 1814, for example, were quickly discovered 


by a friend of their owner’s son as they went up the Mississippi River 
in their owner's skiff.°° In later years, steamboats proved no better 
means for escape than poling skiffs. With the aid of strict state laws, 
local authorities searched steamboats regularly for stowaways. In 
New Orleans, Natchez, Vicksburg, and other ports, departing 
steamers were inspected, and those who could not prove their status 
as a freeman or hired slave were subject to arrest. 


Most stowaways who sought to use the coastal trade or river 
systems as a means of reaching the Promised Land probably ended 
up as did the New Orleans slave Peter, owned by two trading 
partners, who sneaked aboard the steamboat United States in June 
1822, heading for Louisville, Kentucky. Eight days into the journey, 
below Natchez, he was discovered hiding under the forecastle. It 
was probably little consolation to Peter that he was required to work 
for his board, remain aboard at Natchez because of a yellow fever 
quarantine, and, after being jailed in Louisville, be returned to his 
master five months later.°° If the odds against a city slave like Peter 
were great, they were even greater against scantily dressed 
plantation hands who were unfamiliar with the surroundings. 


Skilled and literate slaves probably had the best chance of 
making it from the Lower South to the Promised Land. The New 
Orleans hired slave Lydia, about twenty-four years old, left her 
owner, who lived on a plantation about two miles below the city, in 
1831. He described the departure as if she were making applications 
for first-class accommodations. “She seeks, if she has not already 
found one an opportunity of embarking for New York.” She was seen 
on the docks near the schooners George and Joseph, both of which 
were laying in cargo for New York. The skilled restaurant worker 
Thomas left for the same destination in 1835 after he had been sold. 
The partners in the firm that purchased him noted that he was 
dissatisfied, no longer being in the restaurant business. Some time 
later, they were informed the slave “had been seen in New York.” A 


skilled and probably literate Georgia slave carpenter possessed a 
pass allowing him to travel across South and North Carolina, 
Virginia, and Maryland to a destination in Delaware. The pass said 
he could take any stage coach going north. When last seen he was 
on the road above Columbia, South Carolina, heading north.°” 


One of the most remarkable escapes occurred in 1854 when a 
thirty-year-old slave named Richard Shepard ran away. Ten months 
before, Shepard had been transported to Louisiana by slave trader 
Alexander Hagan, and in June he had been sold to John Henry 
Brown, a resident of New Orleans. Two months after the sale, 
Shepard escaped and made it to Mobile, Alabama, but was 
captured, jailed, and brought back. Within days, he escaped again, 
stowing away in a ship bound for Liverpool. Discovered at sea, he 
was “landed at Savanah and there placed in Jail as a runaway.” 
Before news got back to Brown, however, Shepard again “made his 
escape and is now at large or in parts unknown.”°® 


Not every slave who sought freedom in the North was as 
successful as Richard Shepard. After all, it was to the North that 
slave catchers went in search of fugitives, with the mistaken view 
that slaves “knew” what the North had to offer. The slave catchers, 
the factors, and the slave traders with northern connections served 
as barriers to freedom in the North that were formidable indeed. 
They were a match even for the limited numbers who sought 
freedom via the Underground Railroad. Meanwhile, slaves continued 
to seek freedom in southern communities or rural areas in order to 
be with family or to enjoy the support of free blacks or even other 
slaves and their chances for success were at least as great or 
perhaps greater in Charleston and New Orleans as Philadelphia and 
Boston. 


In Which Direction? 


Of course, the precise destination of many runaways will never be 
known. They were caught too soon after an attempted escape for us 
to be able to discern it, or they themselves were unclear about where 
to go. Some changed their minds in mid-flight, others wandered from 
one location to another. Much of the evidence of where slaves were 
headed comes from the owner’s perceptions as reflected in runaway 
notices or the sheriffs’ perceptions as reflected in detention notices. 
Some whites used terms like “suspected,” “supposed,” and “most 
likely” to indicate possible destinations. Others were even less 
certain. One New Orleans master said his slave might go to his 
friend’s house, to his “usual place of resort” behind a cotton press, to 
one of the “negro cabarets between the two markets,” or to the 
American burial ground.°? 


Despite their limitations, advertisements do provide at least crude 
proportional estimates of where runaways were headed, and they 
suggest changes over time. For the purpose of comparison, we have 
analyzed runaway notices that appeared in the Nashville Whig 
between January 1812 and December 1816, a five-year period, and 
the Tennessee Republican Banner between January 1840 and 
December 1842, a three-year period. Its central location in the state 
and its equidistance between the North and deep South provide an 
opportunity to compare runaway destinations during two time periods 
(see appendixes 3 and 4). 


During the early period, approximately fifty-nine slaves were 
advertised in the Nashville Whig as runaways. About three out of 
four (73 percent) were either from Davidson County, including the 
city of Nashville, or six counties (Wilson, Sumner, Robertson, 
Rutherford, Dickson, Smith) within a fifty-mile radius of the capital. 
One out of four was from one of the Tennessee counties more than 
seventy-five miles away (White, Franklin, and Madison) or from 
Kentucky, Louisiana, or the Missouri Territory. 


There was a similar dispersal with regard to where owners 
thought their slaves were heading. All of the nine Kentucky 
slaveholders who advertised in the Nashville newspaper had reason 
to believe that their slaves were moving south, either into Tennessee 
or beyond to the Mississippi Territory or the Indian nations. Indeed, 
one owner who lived fourteen miles from Louisville in Jefferson 
County, Kentucky, traced his runaway into Tennessee. Another eight 
masters were fairly certain that their slaves were heading to Georgia, 
North Carolina, or Virginia, where their families lived. Others 
believed their slaves would remain in Davidson County or find refuge 
in the city. Among those who cited specific destinations (slightly 
more than half), nine slaves were thought to be heading north, 
mostly to Kentucky, where they had friends and family. Only three 
were thought to be fleeing to Ohio. It is clear that the so-called 
Promised Land to the north held only limited attraction for runaways 
whose owners advertised in the Nashville Whig during these early 
years. Indeed, slaves were more likely to head for the Missouri 
Territory, Mississippi Territory, or the Indian nations than Ohio. 


During the early 1840s, approximately fifty-two slaves were 
advertised in the Tennessee Republican Banner as runaways. Now 
only half (54 percent) were from Davidson County, including the city 
of Nashville or six nearby counties (Dickson, Rutherford, Sumner, 
Robertson, Maury, Williamson), the remainder being from counties 
more distant (Stewart, Giles, Jefferson, Hamilton) or from Kentucky, 
Mississippi, Georgia, or Alabama. There were also changes with 
regard to where masters thought their slaves were heading. While 
the Georgia and Kentucky owners obviously thought their bondsmen 
and women were heading west and south, five times as many 
owners (25 percent of the total) believed their slaves were heading 
to Ohio, Indiana, “a free state,” “to the Ohio River,” or “down the 
Cumberland River.” Some of them could not be sure, of course. 
Logan Henderson, who lived a few miles from Murfreesborough, in 
Rutherford County, suspected his slave would go through Kentucky 


and cross the Ohio River, but advertised in the Louisville Journal, 
Tuscaloosa Monitor, and Chattanooga Gazette, covering three 
points of the compass. And F. B. Pierce of Sumner County, 
Tennessee, said that his black man Cyrus was probably “making for 
a free State,” but he had run away several times before and had 
previously been “caught in Nashville, and may be there now.”©° 


But several important changes had occurred. First, the proportion 
of masters who cited specific destinations dropped from half in the 
early period to slightly more than one-third in the later period. This 
was not due to a lack of knowledge. Rather, slaveholders were now 
assuming that readers of the notices knew that owners were seeking 
runaways who remained in the vicinity of Nashville; owners from 
other parts of the state or from eastern states had reason to believe 
that their slaves were heading to the Tennessee capital. The largest 
change took place among runaways who were presumed to be going 
to another location in the South, compared with those heading for 
free states. In the early period, about one out of four runaways 
advertised in the Whig were thought to be going to another southern 
state; in the later period this had dropped to about one out of ten. 
Almost exactly the opposite had taken place with regard to those 
running to the North, increasing from about 5 percent to about 25 
percent, as table 1 indicates (also see appendixes 3 and 4).°' Where 
to go was a perplexing problem for runaways. Those who hid out for 
a few days or nights visiting loved ones on neighboring plantations 
obviously did not face this difficulty, but those who stayed out for 
longer periods, as well as those who struck out for distant parts, 
faced this problem. In which direction should they go? Where could 
they find even temporary safe haven? The increasing trend to head 
north was important, but it should be kept in the context of improved 
transportation and communication systems, the increased 
sophistication of slaves in finding out about how and where to go, 
and the fact that the great majority of runaways—even among those 


advertised in newspapers—still remained in the South. Some were 
more intent on striking a bargain with their masters than seeking a 
specific location, but lying out to gain concessions was at best a 
dubious proposition. In the end, the vast majority of runaways 
remained in the vicinity of their owner’s residence. Often, they had a 
husband or wife, children, and parents in the area. They were also 
familiar with the surroundings. 


For the great mass of runaways, however, the chance of 
remaining at large, whether in the same vicinity or a distant location, 
was unlikely. Indeed, as most of them realized, neither hiding in the 
vicinity of the owner’s plantation nor running to the so-called 
Promised Land held nearly the potential for success as did going to 
the nearest town or city. And as the urban centers of the South 
expanded during the nineteenth century, increasing numbers of 
runaways answered the question of where to go by seeking the 
anonymity of the city. 


Table 1 
Location and Possible Destinations of Runaways As Cited in Two 
Nashville Newspapers 


Nashville Whig Republican Banner 
1812-1816 1840-1842 
Destination Number Percent Number Percent 

In vicinity 28 47 21 40 
Locations in South 13 22 4 8 
North 3 5 13 25 
North or other 1 2 3 6 
To Nashville 14 24 11 21 
Totals 59 100 52 100 
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6 
They Seek a City 


“JANE WAS YESTERDAY AFTERNOON about six o’clock arrested by Jones, 
a constable of this city,” Charles Colcock Jones Jr. began a letter to 
his father from Savannah, on the first day of October 1856, “and is 
now in confinement in Wright the broker's yard.” Owned by cotton 
planter Charles C. Jones Sr. of Liberty County, Georgia, Jane had 
been in the city more than a month before she had been discovered. 
She had passed herself off as a slave from the upcountry who was 
permitted to hire her own time, and she had found employment at 
$6.50 a week doing housework. 


This was not the first time Jane had been arrested as a runaway. 
Indeed, at age eighteen, wearing “fine ear- and finger-rings,” the 
corpulent, garrulous, self-confident black woman had traversed the 
thirty miles from Jones’s plantation to the city on many occasions, so 
many that she knew the route by heart: north to the Great Ogeechee 
River, stealing a boat and crossing the river, then weaving her way 
around ponds, creeks, and drainage canals to the forests of live oaks 
and cypress swamps, and on to the Savannah road. On previous 
trips, she had found passage on coastal vessels, making part of the 
journey in a fishhook fashion to the mouth of the Savannah River, 
and thence to the city. Late summer was not a good time to run, as 
the summer heat lingered and the nights remained stiflingly hot, but 
to Jane the weather seemed to make little difference." 


What should the father and son do? Prosecute the woman who 
hired Jane? Sell the rebel away from her mother, father, brothers, 


and sister? With regard to prosecution, the son explained: “There 
are, you may say, hundreds of Negroes in this city who go about 
from house to house—some carpenters, some house servants, etc. 
—who never see their masters except at pay day, live out of their 
yards, hire themselves without written permit, etc.” This was of 
course “very wrong,” but “the less said and done in cases of this kind 
the better.” To the second question the father was adamant: “We 
have had trouble enough, and | wish to have no more.” A deeply 
religious and pious man, devoted to improving the spiritual well- 
being of his slaves, Jones felt that he could not sell Jane separately. 
Unlike many slaveholders, he instructed his son to sell as one group 
Jane, her mother, age forty-seven, father, age forty-five, and Jane’s 
four siblings. Another field hand would also be disposed of at the 
same time and the eight placed on the market in Savannah should 
bring $6,700, including $900 for Jane, who was advertised as a 
“House servant, good seamstress, and field hand.” 


Weeks passed, however, and the slaves remained unsold. An 
offer of $4,200 was made by George Harrison, “a gentleman of high 
respectability” who would “make a good master,” but it was rejected 
as being too low. Meanwhile, it was costing Jones $10.50 a week to 
maintain the slaves in Savannah, and as costs mounted, Jones and 
his son grew apprehensive. Finally, about two months after Jane had 
been arrested, the now nearly desperate son sold the slaves for 
$4,500, far less than anticipated. The consolation was that the man 
who purchased them was a planter from near Macon and promised 
to treat the family well and keep them together. “They have been 
sold as we desired,” the father said with relief; more money might 
have been made, but they were kept together. “Conscience is better 
than money.”° 


The sale ended a painful episode for the Jones family, or so they 
believed. It was a process that had occurred thousands of times, 
albeit with a different cast of characters, as slavery spread across 


the South during the nineteenth century. Tens of thousands ran 
away to towns and cities seeking safe haven and anonymity. As with 
runaways who remained near the plantation, many were caught and 
returned, although they probably remained at large for longer periods 
than blacks lying out. Even in the colonial period, towns and cities 
had offered slaves unique opportunities. Slave hiring and self-hire 
were common in the eighteenth century. By the early 1800s, the 
practice had grown to such an extent that there were few towns or 
cities in the South where there were not hundreds, in some 
instances, thousands, of hired bondsmen and bondswomen. 


Cities offered opportunities for runaways to hide their identities, 
create new ones, live with relatives—slave and free—and mingle 
with others. They could be accosted and questioned, but control was 
less intrusive than in the country, where black strangers were 
scrutinized and often arrested. It was little wonder that the streets of 
southern cities—teeming with carts, buggies, wagons, drays, 
livestock, mules, horses, and pedestrians—lured runaway slaves. 


Temporary Sojourners 


Slave owners frequently advertised that their slaves were heading 
for one of the numerous towns and cities that dotted the southern 
countryside. By the antebellum period, they could point to years of 
experience of having their slaves run off to cities. The owners’ 
advertisements in the Richmond Enquirer, 15 February 1850, were 
perhaps typical for the last slave decade: “the return of Jacob, hired 


out to work for Harvey & Company”; “FAYETTE, who ran away from my 
Farm in Gloucester county lately”; “RANAWay from the subscriber, in 
Fluvanna county, on the 12th of December, a mulatto boy, 
WASHINGTON”; “RANAWAY from the plantation of Mrs. Harriet H. Hill, 
near King William Court-house”; and “Left my Tobacco Factory, on 


Saturday, the 19th inst., my Negro man, EDMUND.” Nor was the allure 


of Richmond unlike that of Baltimore, Norfolk, Charleston, Mobile, 
New Orleans, Memphis, Nashville, or any number of smaller towns.* 


It was clear that some runaways viewed the city not as a 
permanent refuge but as a temporary locale. As with lying out, being 
away from bondage for even a short period offered relief from toil on 
the plantation. What better place to take a holiday than a city? There 
were any number of slaves in various sections of the South who 
followed the lead of Bob, a field hand on a plantation in St. Charles 
Parish, Louisiana, who at age about twenty-five was “in the habit” of 
going to New Orleans. He was usually caught and returned within a 
short time. He “frequently goes to the city,” is “lurking about” the 
suburbs, is in the “habit of going” to the city, “taken up by a 
Constable in the City” were constant refrains of the newspapers 
during the period. When Isaac left his Essex County, Virginia, master 
in 1852, it was clear where he was headed as “he frequently goes to 
the city of Richmond.”° 


Not a few runaways mingled with crowds at celebrations or 
sporting events in urban areas. They went to dances in the public 
squares, attended cockfights, and bet on horse races. The slave 
Lewis, from Chesterfield County, Virginia, left his owner’s residence 
late one night in May 1806 wearing a homespun coat and homespun 
pants, both dyed a light olive color. A couple of weeks later, he was 
seen in Richmond, now wearing a black coat and a fancy vest. He 
was attending the horse races. “He has a pert walk, good 
countenance, very active,” his owner said, “fond of waiting on 
gentlemen.” It appears that Lewis and his owner differed about the 
latter.® 


While slaves of all ages absconded to cities, those in their teens 
and early twenties found the excitement and diversity especially 
enticing. In the Upper South, Alexandria, the District of Columbia, 
Baltimore, and Annapolis became centers for runaways during the 
antebellum years. Their proximity to farms and plantations in eastern 


Maryland and northern Virginia made them attractive, as did their 
growing populations.’ Some young slaves made periodic visits to 
cities and returned to their plantations on their own in a few days, 
while others hid out for weeks and months until they were arrested or 
captured. One young man on a farm in Anne Arundel County went to 
Baltimore on three different occasions. He was arrested, jailed, and 
returned each time, but never punished. It was obvious that he would 
not remain on the farm, his owner said, as he had been informed 
that he would be sold if he continued to run off and he ignored the 
admonition. With the same lament another Maryland farmer said that 
his youthful “Negro is well acquainted with the road to Baltimore & 
your petitioner believes that it will be utterly impossible to keep the 
said negro at work on the farm.”® 


The allure that urban areas held for slaves could been seen in 
the career of Hamilton, a Maryland slave who was to be 
emancipated at a future date. Even as a young boy, Hamilton began 
running away from the plantation and heading straight for Annapolis 
or Baltimore. By the time he was eighteen in 1846, he had already 
absconded a number of times, only to be found “in some House 
Occupied by free negroes,” hiding out with other slaves, or frolicking 
in the city. Twice he had been arrested and held in Slatter’s Jail in 
Baltimore. The owner had sent his overseer, his plantation manager, 
and on one occasion he himself had gone to fetch the runaway. “The 
Farm was his home,” the master said, and “all kind means” were 
used “to prevent his going to town.” But to no avail. Indeed, the 
master admitted that Hamilton was not his only slave who ran away 
to Annapolis or Baltimore. He had failed to stop a number of others.” 


Cities in the Lower South similarly tempted slaves away from 
plantations and farms. The most popular city along the eastern 
seaboard was Charleston and its surrounding suburbs. In any given 
year, runaways arrived from Georgia, from along the Savannah 
River, from plantations along the Cooper, Ashley, and South Santee 


rivers. They also came from Fairfield District, above Columbia, from 
farms around Summerville and Wasamasaw, or from plantations on 
Johns Island, St. Helena Island, Edisto Island, Fenwick Island, 
James Island, and Goose Creek. It was rare that the Charleston 
Workhouse did not house groups of runaways. '° 


Most of those who streamed into the city remained only short 
periods before they were discovered and arrested. Two of them— 
Frank and Sam—iiving on farms about two miles apart on the Broad 
River, “left home together” and were arrested together a few weeks 
later when they arrived in Charleston. Another slave, jailed in the city 
within weeks after his arrival, was owned by Thomas Seabrook, who 
lived above the Coosawhatchie River, about seventy miles west, 
southwest of Charleston. A black man named March was captured in 
June 1826 not long after fleeing from his owner in Greenville, South 
Carolina. Despite the opportunity for anonymity, it was nevertheless 
difficult to remain at large in the city. In 1832, for instance, two 
African-born blacks, one with filed teeth, left their Edgefield District 
plantation and headed for Charleston. One of them had previously 
taken the same route, but had been quickly retrieved, the owner 
said; despite this, he believed they were again heading for 
Charleston."' 


Of all the urban areas in the South, none offered a greater variety 
for amusement and entertainment than New Orleans. Slaves, 
including runaways, could attend the theater, opera, dances, 
cockfights, and horse racing. Merely walking the streets was an 
adventure; listening to the various dialects; hearing French, Spanish, 
and English; viewing the Old World architecture; and seeing the 
variety of the cafés, restaurants, boardinghouses, and hotels. “New 
Orleans still retained much of the old Spanish air, was strongly 
impregnated with French,” recalled a former Tennessee slave who 
had first visited in the city about 1839, which “caused it to be unlike 
any other city in the United States.” As the population grew from 


27,000 in 1820 to 169,000 in 1860, including 24,000 persons of 
color, it also became a “most desirable place” for runaway slaves. 1? 


The stream of runaways to New Orleans was enormous during 
the antebellum years. Quite a few were like Agnes, a field hand ona 
plantation on Bayou Plaquemine, an outlet of the Mississippi River 
about 125 miles above the Crescent City. Several times she 
expressed her desire “to go to town,” but was denied permission. 
One morning at nine o'clock, she was observed cleaning fish on the 
bank of the river; a half hour later she vanished. Fearing she had 
drowned, a search was conducted, at least until it was learned that 
she had taken a dugout canoe and was going down river to New 
Orleans. Runaways came from the cotton parishes above the city 
and also from the sugar parishes to the south and west, from 
Mississippi and Alabama, even from Missouri, Arkansas, and 
Georgia. They were described as American, creole, and African.'? 


Not only did the city attract slaves, but by the 1820s and 1830s 
so, too, did the suburbs. This was especially true for urban blacks 
who wanted to remain near friends and family. The New Orleans 
slave Timothy used the name Dickson when he ran away to the 
suburb of St. Mary “where he keeps himself,” the owner noted, and 
“has been often seen.” The mulatto woman named Fine also 
remained nearby, hiding in the suburb of Marigny. Phil's owner 
believed he was “lurking” around an “upper faubourg.” One woman 
who left with her six-year-old daughter was spotted alone near a 
grog shop at the corner of Julia and Foucher streets. She had 
probably left the girl, the master thought, with friends in the 
neighborhood of the Old Basin. The twenty-two-year-old Elvira, “of 
light complexion and slender shape,” had run away previously and 
“concealed herself for a long time in suburb Washington.” Jack was 
“very smart and intelligent,” who spoke French and English and was 
“studying Spanish.” He was a “straight, well made boy, but not 
handsome; has a large mouth, and a scar on his upper lip, a long 


face, and rather a sugar-loaf sort of a head.” He had been seen 
frequently in the lower suburb. 14 


Towns and cities along the Mississippi River were also favorite 
destinations for runaways. The old ports—New Orleans, Baton 
Rouge, Natchez, Vicksburg, and St. Louis—had long been 
destinations for plantation hands. Many absconders were quickly 
arrested and jailed, sometimes only days after they had arrived in 
cities.1° It was not difficult to spot field hands because of their dress, 
mannerisms, behavior, and language. Even those who attempted to 
act nonchalantly or don new clothes were easily detected. Some 
planters noted that their runaways would undoubtedly change their 
clothing, but many slaves had neither the time nor the money to do 
so. Rural runaways arriving in the city for the first time were often 
awestruck by the diversity and business activity. Moreover, the 
dialects were as numerous among them as they were among whites, 
perhaps more so, and differed within states and within regions of a 
state. In Savannah and Charleston, for example, observers noted 
the distinct dialects within just a few miles of the two cities. The 
same was true for New Orleans and for cities in Virginia. Thus, even 
the most versatile runaways might have difficulty remaining at large. 


Remaining at Large 


Finding a place to stay was of primary importance for new arrivals. A 
large black population provided opportunities in this regard. As cities 
such as Baltimore, the District of Columbia, Richmond, Louisville, 
Charleston, New Orleans, and St. Louis grew, it became more 
difficult for local authorities to monitor closely the movements of 
incoming runaways. In large urban areas, it was made even more 
difficult because of the residential patterns among nonwhites. Some 
lived in alleys behind their master’s town houses; in run-down 
sections along the river with working-class whites; near white 


residential areas, where they worked as butlers, cooks, house 
servants, gardeners, and coachmen; and in the suburbs. There was 
very little racial separation, as regular slaves, hired slaves, free 
persons of color, white artisans and mechanics, and members of the 
planter aristocracy lived in close proximity. The racial and class 
mixing, at least in larger cities, gave runaways opportunities to mix in 
and remain unnoticed. 


Those who remained undiscovered for any length of time were 
often taken in by relatives, friends, or acquaintances, both slave and 
free. One observer in Camden, Delaware, described free mulatto 
Samuel D. Burris as “notorious” for providing protection to fugitives. 
Despite having been previously convicted of “harboring,” Burris “still 
persists in the nefarious practice of enticing Servants and Slaves 
away from their masters.” Runaways were harbored by their 
mothers, fathers, sons, daughters, brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts, or 
more distant relations. The Virginia slave Billy, a collier in 
Chesterfield County, ran away in January 1806. He was probably “in 
Petersburg, or its vicinity,” the owner said; he had been there before 
and would probably receive assistance from his slave father, who 
lived at Conjurer’s Neck. On more than one occasion, the Virginia 
slave Lucy crossed the James River and found refuge with her two 
sisters, both of whom were slaves in Richmond. Slaves who 
absconded to other cities could also often count on relatives for 
assistance. “TEN DOLLARS REWARD. Ranaway, about fourteen months 
since, the fellow Warley,” began a notice published in the Charleston 
Mercury in January 1830. He had recently been spotted at the 
residence of his brother, who lived on South Bay. Another South 
Carolina runaway had “a relation” in Charleston, where “more than 
probably” he would venture before he made “an attempt to leave the 
State.” The mulatto man John was heading for Charleston, where he 
had “a mother and other relations.” The greyhaired slave Murrea was 
concealed by her daughter-in-law, and then by her free black sister, 


Hagar McCall, who lived with Murrea’s daughter on King Street, near 
South Bay, in Charleston. 18 


It was not only relatives and friends who helped fugitives. Many 
free persons of color, especially in cities of the Upper South, had 
vivid memories of slavery. They could recall their grandparents, 
parents, or even their own early years as slaves. Thus, they could 
understand the plight of their brethren in bondage. It was a gamble 
as well as dangerous to harbor runaways. One man—Henry Burk of 
Chowan County, North Carolina—provided food and lodging to a 
slave, but was discovered and forced to flee from his home. When 
indicted for “unlawfully and secretly and fraudulently” harboring and 
maintaining “a certain run-away slave, named Harry the property of 
John G. Small,” Burk was listed as “late of said County.”"” 


In the deep South, the urban free black population was more 
privileged, but there were also concentrations of slaves and those 
recently freed. In towns and cities, slaves and free blacks were often 
willing to provide help, despite the severe penalties for harboring 
fugitives. The escape of the slave James Wilson, purchased by 
Plaquemines Parish sugar planter Victor Debouchel in 1840, was not 
unusual in this regard. Wilson absconded a few months after he 
arrived at the plantation. His master said that he was “well 
acquainted” in New Orleans and would certainly find refuge among 
free persons of color in the city. The owner of a large plantation in St. 
Paul Parish, South Carolina, William Westcoat, reported that he 
tracked two runaways to Charleston, only to discover that they had 
been hired on board outgoing vessels by “Colored Men.” His 
neighbor, Fraser Mathewes, a member of the Agricultural Society in 
the parish, said that three of his runaways, a mother and her two 
children, also went to the city. Three years after their escape, he 
came across them “in the yard & employment of a Free Mulatto 
woman.” Both men lamented that it was almost impossible to 
prosecute the free blacks who hired their slaves since convictions in 


such cases came only when it could be proved beyond any doubt 
that the employers had knowingly hired fugitives. 1® 


Most urban migrants who remained undetected received 
assistance, at least in the early days and weeks following their 
escape. But those who avoided capture beyond the initial period 
were usually willing to move about quickly, change residences, go 
from city to suburbs, or city to city. When authorities got close to 
runaway Bill, who hid in several locations in Macon, he went on to 
Augusta, Georgia. His decision probably extended his freedom by 
many months, although he was eventually arrested. The slave Peter 
was also adept at moving about. Purchased in Richmond by an 
agent hired by a Halifax County planter, Peter absconded to the 
Portsmouth-Norfolk area, where he stayed ahead of authorities for 
several years. He was arrested in 1839 but refused to divulge the 
name of his owner and remained in jail a year before he was sold.'9 
To avoid detection, runaways switched from Annapolis to Baltimore, 
from Baltimore to the District of Columbia, from New Bern to 
Wilmington in North Carolina, from Columbia to Charleston in South 
Carolina, and from Baton Rouge to New Orleans. Some of the larger 
cities attracted runaways from hundreds of miles away. 


Another way to avoid discovery was to pose as a free black 
person. In dress, manner, language, behavior, attitudes, and 
appearance, most slaves differed from free persons of color, 
especially in cities along the Gulf Coast—Pensacola, Mobile, New 
Orleans—or up the Mississippi River—Baton Rouge, Natchez, 
Vicksburg, where some free blacks owned slaves. Yet, some slaves 
managed to remain free for lengthy periods posing as free persons 
of color. Although Rosa’s escape from Cuba and journey to New 
Orleans were unusual, her ability to adapt to a new environment was 
typical of runaways who remained at large. By the time she was 
finally discovered by her owner, Stephen Predone, in 1823, Rosa 
had become the mother of several children, some of whom she had 


sent to St. Domingo, and two of whom, teenagers Jean and 
Madelaine, lived with her in New Orleans. When the owner 
discovered them, he urged authorities to act quickly because they 
“would run off or secrete themselves.” Indeed, when the order for 
their arrest was issued, they had already secreted themselves for 
nearly a decade-and-a-half.2° 


In South Carolina, some slaves merged into the free population 
and worked as barbers, bakers, butchers, masons, and builders. 
This group included Charleston carpenter Joseph Elwig, who 
eventually acquired a home on Coming Street, and Bennettsville 
carpenter and builder Thomas David, who negotiated contracts, 
hired day laborers, and supervised the construction of houses, as 
well as several other enterprising individuals. This occurred in other 
places as well. A Montgomery, Alabama, slave was discovered five 
years after running away to Vicksburg, Mississippi.2' 


Two slaves in Elizabeth City, North Carolina, grabbed a whip out 
of their owner William Glover's hand and severely flogged him and 
his two friends before absconding and remaining at large for two 
years. A subsequent investigation into how the slave rebels, Jack 
and Charles, lived during this time provides a profile of runaways at 
large. The fugitives went first to Nansemond County, Virginia, 
changed their names to Jack Douglass and Charles White, obtained 
forged freedom papers, and found jobs ($40 for three months) 
cutting shingles. Later, they went to Suffolk, the county seat, working 
on a nearby canal, then returned to North Carolina and stayed in 
Gatesville, Winton, and Windsor, while working on the Roanoke 
Railroad. They showed their false freedom papers with county seal, 
and everyone thought they were free. Their luck ran out, however, 
when a railroad agent in Weldon, North Carolina, questioned them in 
1848. A short time later, they were jailed in Norfolk. When their 
owner was notified, he went to identify them and said they were the 


same “damned sons of bitches” who had whipped him and his 
friends. 


In an effort to discover who had given Jack and Charles false 
papers, Glover received information from a number of people, 
including Virginia cotton mill owner Abram Riddick. “I spent the day 
yesterday in seeking out particulars about the stay of your run aways 
in the neighborhood of my Cotton Factory &c | am Yet keeping the 
matter secret, hoping to asertain who the writer of the forged papers 
is,” Riddick wrote in 1848.22 


| am not yet satisfied about the [false free] papers you handed me & 
shall use all my very best endeavors to find who the base scoundrel 
is, and if in my power to find it out, shall see that he is rigidly dealt 
with, such offence stands on the lowest grade with me[.] at this time | 
am suffering in the same way having now 3 as likely Men as any | 
own in the woods—. 


In New Orleans, runaways “representing” themselves as free, 
“pretending” to be free, using forged freedom papers, and 
“attempting to pass” as free, were numerous. The mulatto slave 
Mary was described as small in stature, light complexioned, with a 
flat nose, large mouth, and thick lips. She spoke very little French, 
but had been at large for an extended period of time. In 1829, her 
owner offered ten dollars for her return, noting that “she calls herself 
a free woman.” The mulatto man who absconded from his owner in 
New Orleans in 1830 spoke French and English, smiled a good deal 
when speaking, and “pretends to be free.” While not as numerous as 
in the Crescent City, slaves migrating to other cities sought to pass 
as free blacks. The “negro boy named Isaac[,] an apprentice for a 
term of years,” ran off from his master in Anne Arundel County, 
Maryland, in 1859 and went to Baltimore. The owner soon learned 
that he “was passing as a free boy.” The same phrase was used by 


owners searching for runaways in Richmond, Petersburg, and 
Norfolk, Virginia; New Bern and Raleigh, North Carolina; Columbia, 
South Carolina; and many other cities. After being out nearly two 
years, the Chesterfield County, Virginia, runaway Phill was found in 
Petersburg passing himself off as a free man of color.2° 


Cities also provided runaways with avenues for more distant 
destinations. They could board vessels moving down the river 
systems to the sea or go on ships destined for distant ports. A 
number took off for interior ports—Richmond, Virginia; Columbia, 
South Carolina; Montgomery, Alabama; Nashville, Tennessee—or 
cities on the periphery of the South with easy access to the Gulf of 
Mexico or the Atlantic Ocean. They used the cities as embarkation 
points. The “very likely well set MULATTO Boy” Paris, a teenager, was 
seen at the New Castle ferry; there is little doubt, his owner said, that 
he was destined for Richmond, “from whence he may probably 
attempt to get off by water.” Captains of river vessels, steamboats, 
and oceangoing ships should be forewarned about harboring slaves, 
a typical advertisement in the New Orleans Bee said in 1829, “on 
peril of being prosecuted according to law.” One runaway had been 
“bred to the sea,” his owner said, and would endeavor to “get on 
board of some vessel or steam boat.” A Piedmont South Carolina 
slave was on his way to Charleston, another owner said, to “enter 
some vessel.”24 


Runaways as Hired Slaves 


For some runaways freedom lasted only a few months, but for others 
it was longer if they eventually merged with the free black population. 
Those who became successful in creating a new identity were 
usually able to find work. As suggested by the experiences of Jane 
in Savannah, the demand in southern cities for a wide range of black 
workers, both skilled and unskilled, remained strong during the 


nineteenth century. Although there were ebbs and flows in the 
economies of southern cities, there were few periods when hired 
slaves were not in demand. Wages varied, but black workers could 
command between $75 and $150 a year in the 1820s and 1830s and 
up to $20 a month during the 1850s. They worked as laborers, 
dockhands, domestics, laundresses, gardeners, horse tenders, 
servants, hod carriers, bricklayers, stonemasons, carpenters, 
draymen, and steamboat stewards, waiters, and cooks. In many 
urban areas, aS competing whites pointed out, slaves dominated 
certain occupations.?° 


Although prohibited by law, the practice of permitting slaves to 
hire their own time was widespread. Primarily urban, self-hire offered 
advantages to both owner and slave. Bondsmen and women would 
gain a measure of independence by being permitted to seek out an 
employer, negotiate wages and working conditions, and pay the 
owner an agreed-upon sum. Often they were permitted to retain a 
portion of their wages. Owners on the other hand did not have to 
bother with negotiating hiring agreements and could expect a good 
income. The comment of Charles C. Jones Jr. that hundreds of 
slaves in Savannah “never see their masters except at pay day, live 
out of their yards, hire themselves without written permit” was 
applicable to most cities in the South. In fact, the demand for black 
workers—often with no questions asked—was so great at times that 
slaves earned good wages. Perhaps there is no better illustration of 
this than the protest meeting of Richmond freedmen following the 
Civil War. Their earning power, they asserted, was half what it had 
been as hired slaves!® 


Many runaways who fled to towns and cities tried to pass 
themselves off as self-hired slaves. It took self-confidence and 
audacity to approach whites, create a fictitious identity, and ask for 
employment, but some runaways convinced employers that they had 
been sent by their owners to find work. In cities from Baltimore to 


Charleston to New Orleans to Nashville, they worked as laborers, 
ditchdiggers, laundresses, seamstresses; as skilled artisans, 
carpenters, coopers, builders, and mechanics; and as fishermen and 
boatmen. They worked in the hemp, tobacco, and iron industries and 
did heavy work on road repair and canal building gangs. In Elizabeth 
City County, Virginia, one observer counted nearly one hundred 
“quasi-free” bondsmen and women who lived and worked in the 
Hampton area, some of whom were runaways. Employers in need of 
hired hands often did not ask for identification papers. How 
runaways might sustain themselves in towns and cities was 
illustrated by the flight of Sam, who left his master at Tappahannock, 
the port of entry for Essex County, Virginia, on the Rappahannock 
River, in 1805; his master said that Sam, who could read and write, 
would probably go to Richmond and would likely either hire himself 
out or try to pass as a free black. He was a “very good boot and 
shoe maker.”2/ 


In some cities, hired slaves were supposed to have a ticket or 
wear a badge, and everywhere they were presumed to have been 
given permission by their owners. But slaves could forge tickets, 
acquire false badges, and argue convincingly that their owner, 
usually located some distance away, had sent them thither to find 
work. If asked for written proof, slaves assured them that their 
masters said they did not need written permission to apply for a job. 
Runaways with special skills had some advantages. Working in a 
baker’s shop on Bourbon Street in New Orleans, Francois was about 
twenty-four when he ran away in 1841. Sporting a goatee anda 
fancy coat with metal buttons and velvet collar, he had previously run 
away on several occasions and hired himself out to the proprietor of 
a boardinghouse in the city and to the captain of a Mississippi River 
steamboat.2® 


The advertisements in New Orleans newspapers indicated a wide 
range of occupations that runaways might pursue as self-hired 


slaves. For male slaves, they included laborers, mill hands, railroad 
hands, domestic servants, cotton-press hands, cigar makers, and 
other skilled jobs. The American black man Joe, owned by Nicholas 
Reggio, a planter in Plaquemines Parish, below New Orleans on the 
Mississippi River, was noticed “many times in the upper suburbs, 
close to the saw mills.” The mulatto servant Thomas from Bayou St. 
John was a first-rate house servant. In all probability, the master 
said, he was working in some boardinghouse in the upper suburb; 
the slave John, owned by a planter across the Mississippi River from 
New Orleans, probably hired himself out in a cotton press. The 
mulatto creole slave Basile, running from a plantation in St. John the 
Baptist Parish, will “represent himself as free,” his master said, “and 
will probably look for work as a segar maker in some segar 
manufactory.” Among the four slaves who ran away from the Levee 
Steam Cotton Press Company in July 1834 were Lloyd Hawkins, an 
engineer; Moses Thom, a fireman and cook; Ben Fisher, a press 
hand; and Catherine, whose occupation was not given. Black women 
found jobs as cooks; gardeners; market women; fruit, vegetable, and 
flower hawkers; midwives; maids; laundresses; and prostitutes.79 


In other towns and cities, fugitives found these and other types of 
employment. He would probably head for Mobile, one Alabama 
planter said of a Spanish-speaking slave, and find a job among the 
Spaniards. He would try to pass as a free man of color, as he “is an 
artful fellow and can raise a plausible story.” To find employment, it 
often took “a plausible story” as well as confidence, courage, poise, 
and intelligence. It also took the ability to adjust to a new situation 
and live by deception. All of this could be accomplished with the 
greatest possibility of success in towns and cities. In cities such as 
Baltimore, Washington, Richmond, Charleston, New Orleans, and 
St. Louis, resourceful slaves could go about seeking work virtually 
unnoticed. But even in smaller towns they might secure jobs and 
work unchallenged. One resident of Athens, Georgia, with its 
population of under 4,000 residents, evenly divided between whites 


and slaves, said in 1859 that there were more “free negroes 
manufactured and made virtually free” in his town than there were 
“bonafide” free blacks in Clarke and any ten surrounding counties. 
Among the “free negroes manufactured” were runaway slaves who 
hired themselves out in a variety of different jobs.°° 


Hired Slaves as Runaways 


If plantation hands ran away to cities to find jobs, hired slaves also 
joined the runaway army. They saw, perhaps more clearly than their 
rural counterparts, the connection between work and wages. Slaves 
who were hired in cities were sometimes paid for extra work. They 
usually lived and worked away from their owners and achieved a 
degree of autonomy. Even under the most exploitative hiring 
arrangements, when they were auctioned off on New Year’s Day 
along with the slaves who were sold or traded, hired slaves were 
often permitted to journey to and from their place of employment on 
their own. Sometimes slaveholders discussed with them when and 
where they would be hired, the type of work they would perform, if 
they would be willing to accept a particular employer, and what 
accommodations were required for their families. “I have always had 
them hired in family, and reference to a choice of masters made 
either by themselves or my agent,” Virginia slave owner Joseph 
Anderson advised a friend concerning the best way to hire slaves, 
“and never extracting the largest prices that cd be obtained.” 
Consequently, he had “lost few and perhaps fewer than any person 
of my acquaintance,” he boasted, “nay fewer in like proportion than | 
have lost at my own residence in Amelia [County].”?" 


Not even Anderson’s method was foolproof. His only boast was 
that he had fewer runaways than did his acquaintances. Nor was he 
correct in his assumption that the better they were treated the less 
likely they were to abscond. At times, it seemed that even those 


most indulged were willing to go off on their own. Often, however, 
slaves ran away because they were dissatisfied with working 
conditions, clothing or food allotments, housing, travel distance, 
visitation privileges, or overwork payments. They would run away, 
moreover, because they were forced to work in dangerous 
occupations such as mining, iron manufacturing, canal building, 
railroad construction, road building. They also objected to being 
required to leave home for extended periods, sent to a different 
employer, or turned over to a new hiring agent or manager. 


The response of a group of slaves owned by a Presbyterian 
church in St. Paul’s Parish in 1817 and of a Charleston slave 
belonging to a trust estate in 1854 suggested what might happen 
when hirelings were sent to new employers or turned over to new 
managers. The church fathers had hired out the church’s slaves for 
several generations, even after many “absconded and went off with 
the British Army” during the American Revolution. When the hiring 
profits declined, the board of trustees, plantation owners William 
Simmons, John Ashe, and William Hayne, lamented that the slaves 
had become “idle and dissatisfied,” and it was extremely difficult to 
find employers. In 1817, when they hired them out to “a man of good 
character,” the slaves “all absconded and have declared they will not 
live with him.” For many years, March had been hired out in 
Charleston, South Carolina, to produce income for a trust estate 
established for the benefit of Lydia Adams, but when she died and a 
new administrator tried to force March in 1854 to turn over more of 
his earnings to him, the hired slave ran away. Four years later, a 
trustee lamented that since the administration’s action March had 
been “nearly three fourths of the time a runaway and is now out of 
the control of his legal or Equitable owner.”°2 


Other slaves simply did not report to their employers, ran away 
shortly after arriving, or absconded during the period of the hiring 
contract. Tom Page, owned by Joseph K. Weisiger, a Richmond 


man, was hired out to a man who lived in Goochland County, but 
when he reached the employer, he asked to return to obtain some 
more clothing. His owner noted nine months later that “he has not 
been heard of.” In this case, Page obviously did not like what he 
found, but in other instances, hirelings absconded apparently for no 
reason. Fifty-year-old Ned Robinson, a Kentucky bricklayer, was 
hired to a man in Richmond, Virginia, in 1805. His age and 
obsequious demeanor made him an unlikely candidate for overt 
resistance, but Ned seized an opportunity the following year and set 
out to the north. “I cannot give an accurate description of his person,’ 
the employer admitted, when he learned that Ned had run away in 
October 1806. “He is, | am induced to believe, a very artful fellow.”°° 


Indeed, there were many “artful” fellows among the hirelings who 
ran away. The Charleston carpenter Prince Webb, purchased at age 
fifteen by John Hunter, grew up in the city and acquired a reputation 
as an intelligent, talented, and reliable artisan. With his family on an 
Ashepoo River plantation forty miles distant, Webb asked his owner 
to permit him to find a master in that vicinity. Given a ticket “to look 
for another owner,” Webb vanished. If he would return, the owner 
promised, there would be “no questions asked.” Even a few of those 
who were given a sizable portion of their earnings and had risen to 
the highest economic standing among urban bondsmen and women 
set out on their own. Hired in New Orleans as a dining room servant 
and barber in the City Hotel, the slave Scott wore a handsome frock 
coat, sported a “watch with a good deal of rigging,” and boasted 
bushy side whiskers. It was surprising to the hotel management as 
well as Scott's clientele in 1840 when he did not show up for work 
one afternoon, and after a search, it was discovered that he had run 
away.°4 

Slaves who had been hired out regularly were sometimes not 
willing to return to the farm or plantation. Hired out to a mill owner for 
several years, Joe, who was about fifty-five years old and walked 


with a cane, left his employer shortly before Christmas in 1802 and 
failed to return to his owner. “I have lately been informed that he has 
been employed at a brick yard in or about Alexandria,” the owner 
wrote nine months later; “his cloathing | cannot describe, as | have 
not seen him for upwards of two years.” When owners sought to 
restrict the autonomy of hired urban slaves, the slaves absconded. 
Jim had already tried to escape once by running away to Maryland 
but was captured and brought back. In 1806 he was hired out to a 
man in Richmond, and it appeared that the slave would prove to be a 
profitable investment for his owner Nathaniel Hill of Hanover County. 
But when his owner refused to hire him out again in 1807, Jim fled.*° 


Although men comprised the bulk of the hired slave labor force, 
there were also a number of hired women who ran away. Those who 
were hired in the market or dock areas of cities or who worked in 
town houses and residences as cooks, maids, and house servants 
were knowledgeable about boat arrivals, transportation, or where 
they might work on their own. Hired women from the countryside 
who came to Charleston, Savannah, Mobile, and New Orleans to sell 
milk, vegetables, and poultry or to set up stalls to sell their goods 
were equally experienced with the workings of the cities and how 
they might leave their owners. Among the runaways in Charleston 
were a number of hired women who were either employed in the 
homes of affluent whites or in the markets. The black woman 
Hannah, well known in Charleston as a market woman, disappeared 
in November 1826. She was dressed in homespun and carried her 
mulatto child, about twelve months old, with her. For several years 
while owned by General Geddes, Nancy had been hired out as a 
cook and laundress in Charleston or sent to Sullivan’s Island. She 
was also “a very handy house servant,” her owner Mary Edings said 
in 1828. She probably went to the Bridge Ferry in St. Andrew’s 
Parish to see her mother, the owner said following Nancy’s failure to 
report back. “She is artful, and no doubt may obtain a ticket.”°° 


The same was true in New Orleans. Hired runaways included 
Sophie, well-known as “a cake-woman’”; Julie, “long known in this 
city as a retailer of vegetables and speaks french only”; and Lydia, 
who could “almost always” be found on Esplanade Street in front of 
the levee selling milk. The fair-skinned New Orleans-born Sally, who 
spoke French, English, and Spanish, ran a coffeehouse at the corner 
of Bourbon and Orleans streets. She ran away in mid-September 
1831 but was captured and returned. The frustration of her owner 
could be seen in a second advertisement: “Ranaway on Friday night 
from the subscriber, after having broken the chains she had on, the 
mulatto wench name Sally, rather short, strong constitution, fair 
complexion, and pug nose.” She had previously worked at the 
coffeehouse, her mistress explained, but had recently hired herself 
out, using the name Angelique, to a saddler in the city.°” 


Hired slaves worked for businesses, moved about, met other 
slaves, became acquainted with literate free blacks, and acquired 
some knowledge of the world beyond their locale. Some of them 
saved small amounts of money. When they did run, they often posed 
as free blacks and carried forged identification papers. One hired 
Virginia runaway was “known to have stolen free papers” and “may 
be making his way to a free State.” Having small amounts of money 
and moving from place to place built independence, self-esteem, and 
confidence. For the mulatto Job, owned by the New Orleans Gas 
Works and hired as a steward and cook on “some of the up-river 
boats,” another ingredient was added. He had a free mulatto wife in 
Vicksburg, Mississippi. During one of his trips, Job disappeared, 
probably “enticed off by his wife.” He would not get far, an 
advertisement read, because the light-skinned Job had a 
“remarkable black mark” under his left eye stretching from his nose 
to his ear.38 


Self-hired Slaves as Runaways 


Self-hire placed slaves in a condition of what some contemporaries 
called “quasi” or “virtual” freedom. Self-hired slaves were often the 
most talented, skilled, industrious, and privileged among the 
bondsmen. They were usually permitted to find their own employers, 
negotiate their own wages, collect their own earnings, and pay their 
owners a certain sum each month or year. They rented houses, 
managed their own affairs, came and went as they pleased, and 
secured a large measure of control over their lives. Sometimes they 
lived with their families. From an owner’s perspective, they were 
often the most valuable, profitable, and trusted slaves.°9 


Despite their nearly free status, a number of self-hired slaves ran 
off. Some did so for the same reasons as Frederick Douglass: “I was 
to be allowed all my time; to make all bargains for work; to find my 
own employment, and to collect my own wages; and, in return for 
this liberty, | was required, or obliged, to pay him [the master] three 
dollars at the end of each week, and to board and clothe myself, and 
buy my own calking tools.” It was a hard bargain, but it “armed my 
love of liberty with a lash and a driver,” Douglass explained, “far 
more efficient than any | had before known.”4° 


Like Douglass, these privileged slaves found it difficult to turn 
over their wages. Indeed, some became so self-sufficient that the 
line between slavery and freedom seemed faint. The connection 
between skills, earnings, and autonomy was clearly on the mind of 
shoemaker Laban, alias Laban Lewis, who had run away once 
before but had been captured in Norfolk. Owned by B. H. Hilliard of 
New Kent County, Lewis was hired to a Richmond man who 
“suffered him to carry on his business of Shoe-maker.” In 1807, the 
shoemaker “made his elopement with his Tools, Cloths, &C.” 
Similarly, Billy who worked as a self-hired waiter, office boy, and 
dockworker in Charleston, realized his potential as a wage earner. 
Described as tall, erect, well-formed, “very intelligent and plausible,” 
he took with him an “abundance of clothing” when he ran away. 


These and other self-hired slaves realized that if they could earn a 
good living on their own, why should they pay wages to their 
owners?*' 


While “a love of liberty” and economic independence were 
important factors in causing self-hired slaves to abscond, there were 
other reasons that prompted them to leave their owners. Among the 
most important was the attempt on the part of owners to rein in 
slaves who had been permitted too much freedom. When the self- 
hired Baltimore County slave Jim was conveyed to John N. Carroll, a 
minor, the boy’s female guardian was amazed to discover how little 
the black man contributed to the estate. His occupation was not 
noted, but Jim obviously had little difficulty finding employment. 
When the guardian sought to hire Jim out herself, he “absconded 
from the places at which he was hired” and took it “upon himself to 
hire himself whenever he chooses so to do, without the consent or 
Knowledge” of the guardian. Such activity was setting an example 
that would “have an injurious effect upon the other servants of the 
ward.”“2 Carroll’s guardian was not the only person put in charge of 
slaves only to discover that too many “freedoms” had been granted 
them. The tension and ultimate break between slave and owner 
often occurred when new arrangements and new demands were put 
upon self-employed slaves. 


The conflict usually occurred, as with Jim, following the transfer 
or sale of a slave. New owners reevaluated how best to utilize their 
slave property, and this often meant a close inspection of profits and 
losses. Privileged slaves who did not benefit a new owner or might 
be sold for a profit were in jeopardy. Even under the best of 
circumstances, new ownership would bring new rules governing 
where and how slaves should be hired. When masters sought to 
extract higher wages, limit movement or type of employment, change 
working conditions, or demand that urban slaves move to the 
countryside, slaves ran away. Owned by David Ross, master of 


Oxford Iron Works near Lynchburg, Virginia, John Roman was an 
excellent blacksmith and gunsmith who ran his own establishment at 
Columbia on the James River. When he was sold to Bennett Taylor 
of Charlestown, Virginia, it was soon made clear that Roman would 
be forced to give up his business and work on the farm of his new 
owner. A short time later, the blacksmith absconded to Maryland, but 
was caught and brought back by Taylor’s overseer, only to run away 
a second time.*? 


The response of John Roman to threats against his autonomy 
was typical of other highly skilled slaves. A precedent had been 
established when they were permitted to go out on their own and 
keep a portion of their earnings. Any change in the original 
“agreement,” they believed, would be considered a serious breach of 
master-slave relations. In the minds of privileged slaves, not even 
the death of an owner or transfer or sale to a new owner altered 
what had been agreed upon. If a new master refused to honor an 
original understanding, the slave responded in kind. Twenty-four- 
year-old Celeste, owned by Stephen Ridgley of St. Louis, was 
permitted to work as a chambermaid on steamboats going from St. 
Louis to New Orleans or going up and down the Missouri River. She 
was “a very bright Yellow girl very smart & Capable spoke French & 
English & was a very competent servant,” Ridgley said. She was 
allowed “to direct and control her own movements & to employ her 
time when and in such manner as she might choose.” When she 
learned in 1855, however, that her owner planned to sell her as a 


gentleman’s “Mistress” in New Orleans, she ran away to Chicago.** 


Perhaps there is no better example of what might happen when a 
master went back on an original understanding than the response of 
James Armstrong, an extremely valuable slave owned by Kentucky 
farmer James Rudd, who permitted Armstrong to hire out in 
Louisville and keep everything he earned in excess of $5.00 a week. 
Between 1846 and 1853, Armstrong rarely missed a payment. He 


turned over to Rudd a total of $1,897.65, an average of $4.60 a 
week, during that period. In October 1853, however, the master 
demanded that the $5 be raised to $7 per week. Incensed by this 
“breach of contract,” Armstrong ran away and was apprehended, but 
ran away a second time. Now captured, he was whipped, cast into 
irons, and early in 1854, the once highly valued slave was sold for 
$1,600.*° Like Armstrong, other self-hired slaves absconded when 
their masters reneged on a bargain, attempted to sell or transfer 
them to a new owner, demanded unfair “freedom dues,” or tampered 
with their ability to hire themselves out for the highest wages. These 
skilled, industrious slaves realized their value to their owners. They 
cherished their economic freedom. Once they were permitted to go 
on their own, it was extremely difficult to alter their privileged status, 
even when it was clear that the slave was not being forthright about 
reporting earnings. 

The response of some masters to slaves refusing to obey orders 
was predictable; like James Rudd, they used the whip and the 
auction block. But other slaveholders sought to use the by-products 
of self-hire—namely, assertiveness, independence, and self-reliance 
—for their own benefit. One way to do this was to promise a slave 
his or her freedom through self-purchase and then, at the last 
moment, renege on the promise and sell off the slave. The profits in 
such a venture could be substantial. Avoiding the cost of clothing, 
food, lodging, and other expenses, the master could expect prompt 
payment of wages, plus payment of money for self-purchase. Then, 
after reneging on the agreed self-purchase, he could receive the 
price brought at auction. Within a few years, an owner could double 
his investment. To make sure that payments would be forthcoming, 
masters held family members of the self-hired slave as pawns. 

In fact, it appears that a number of Maryland and Virginia masters 
had just such plans in mind when they made self-purchase 
arrangements with their slaves and permitted them to hire out in the 


District of Columbia. Adam Johnson, owned by Elizabeth Clarke of 
St. Mary’s County, Maryland, worked diligently to buy himself for 
$360, but when he paid that amount, his new owner, Clarke’s son, 
claimed the slave still owed him $140 in back wages not paid to the 
mother. Fearing he might be sold to “foreign parts” and forced to 
leave his wife and children, Johnson and his family went into hiding 
and, with the assistance of a white friend, brought a freedom suit in 
the district court. During the 1840s, Lucy Crawford, a slave owned by 
Martha A. Scott in Prince George’s County, Maryland, was also 
permitted to hire out in the District of Columbia and purchase herself, 
but when she had paid all except $21, the white woman had 
Crawford arrested and jailed as a runaway slave. Similarly, self-hired 
Mary Donoho, owned by a Virginia man, was offered a self-purchase 
agreement, and when she had advanced her owner 86 percent of 
the amount agreed upon, he had her “taken up by a Constable in the 
City of Washington, & committed to the Jail there, by a Justice of the 
Peace, as a runaway negro.” She was sold to traders Archibald 
Thompson and Henry Ryan for the southern market.*© 


The case of Letty Brown was especially heartrending. Granted 
“great liberties & facilities” to work for herself and raise funds to 
purchase herself out of bondage, Letty was described as “a steady, 
clever, hard working woman & a good washer & ironer.” About 1823, 
she was sold to John H. Lowe, who also gave “her liberty to work for 
herself Entirely & go at large to do so.” Lowe, too, thought she was 
an “industrious obliging good disposed creature & that he conceived 
it his duty as a Christian” to give her an opportunity to gain her 
freedom. During this time, she gave birth to two children, a daughter, 
owned by her first owner, Mary Greenfield, and a son, owned by 
Lowe. Working frantically to purchase herself, she found she could 
not live without her children and went to Greenfield to beseech her to 
let her take the girl home. When she refused, Letty swore at her, 
threatened her, grabbed the child and ran, whereupon Lowe, hearing 
of the incident, withdrew his promise of freedom. In 1826, Brown, 


who owed only $35.94 on her purchase price, went into hiding with 
her daughter. Her son, however, remained with Lowe, who claimed 
the boy as a slave for life.*” 


For a surprising number of self-hired slaves, it took neither a 
specific incident nor a series of incidents nor reneging on a promise 
to prompt them to run away. Within this group were slaves who were 
permitted to keep a substantial portion of their earnings, treated with 
great deference and consideration, permitted to rent their own 
houses, and allowed to live with their families. Many of them were 
intelligent, talented, hard working, skilled, experienced, and 
motivated. They produced significant profits for their owners and 
were in a sense purchasing their own autonomy. But autonomy was 
not freedom, and some of these self-hired slaves bided their time 
until the right situation presented itself. When it did, they left. 

Described as slight of build, intelligent, and quick witted, 
Kentucky slave Weller hired himself on Ohio River steamboats as a 
fireman. His master, Bailey Riley, told potential employers to treat 
Weller well because he was “a good boy.” In December 1835, 
however, the owner changed his mind. Weller had been “missing for 
two or three months,” and it was clear that, after docking in 
Cincinnati, he had run away to Canada. Similarly, St. Louis mulatto 
Carter Mitchell was permitted to “go at large,” “go where he pleased,” 
hire his own time, and “act and deal as a free person.” In 1849, he 
boarded a Mississippi River steamboat and journeyed to Illinois.*° 


Self-hired slaves in the cities of the Upper South could often gain 
freedom merely by crossing over to a free state. In cities of the 
Lower South, self-hired slaves could at times gain their freedom by 
simply moving from one section of a city to another. In New Orleans, 
self-hired men and women often went to a different section of the city 
or a Suburb and hired themselves out. Among the throngs in such a 
setting, they could avoid detection for lengthy periods.*? Both 
Catherine, a creole “hawker of goods,” and Jacob, an American 


Negro who sold bread, simply moved away from their masters. The 
French- and English-speaking Nancy ran away on a several 
occasions. Described as very black, wearing an attractive blue 
cotton gown and a white linen apron, she sold ice cream in the 
streets. The last time she had absconded, her owner noted, she 
“was taken up behind Jean Morney’s property, in a Dutch butcher’s 
house, where she had been working for two months.” Nancy was in 
the habit of “hiding herself” in that section of the city. The twenty- 
year-old self-hired milkmaid Lucy, “a negro wench of light 
complexion,” left her owner in August 1830; “she must be still in 
faubourg St. Mary,” he said, “where she has been seen three days 
ago.”°° 

It was outrageous, masters felt, when slaves who were allowed 
so many liberties ran away. Owned by a man in Tipton County, 
Tennessee, along the Mississippi River, the well-dressed Squire 
moved back and forth between his home county and Nashville, hiring 
himself out as a house servant, barkeeper, hostler, and gardener. 
“He is fond of ardent spirits,” his owner admitted and carried with him 
“a considerable sum of money.” He was well-known by whites 
around Nashville and elsewhere, “as he has lived in different public 
houses, and generally becomes known for his attention and 
politeness.” Another Tennessee slave, Jerry, was sent by his owner 
on business to Kentucky, driving a cart and hauling goods. “I am told 
he was in the habit of passing himself as a free man,” his owner 
said. He left with “a considerable quantity” of clothes, “an aged sorrel 
horse,” a pistol, and eighty dollars in cash. Also conducting business 
for his master was hack driver Isaac, who drove back and forth 
between Tuscaloosa and Selma, Alabama, during the mid-1830s. 
Isaac was “very intelligent, can read very well, and | believe write,” 
the owner said. He might have acquired forged freedom papers and 
attempt to board a steamboat from Selma to Mobile. He “is well 
acquainted in every part of the state” and “very plausible.”°" 


It was difficult for slaves who traveled extensively not to yearn for 
freedom. Many of them had a good understanding of the 
marketplace, conducting financial transactions, buying and selling 
goods, and saving money. They saw how being well dressed and 
“plausible” could help them pass as free persons of color. Some 
were literate and remained calm and poised when dealing with 
whites. When these trusted, talented, articulate, and self-assured 
slaves ran away, their masters often thought some tragedy had 
befallen them or they had been kidnapped or waylaid. How could a 
trusted, loyal, and highly privileged slave abscond? 


The Urban Interlude 


Towns and cities in the South attracted tens of thousands of 
runaway slaves during the antebellum period. For some it was a brief 
respite from bondage; for others the break was of longer duration. 
They went to cities seeking anonymity, hoping to hire out, earn 
wages, and establish themselves in freedom. They hoped to pass 
silently into the free black population. Most remained in the South, in 
a town or city close to their owner's plantation or in the same city as 
their owner. It will never be Known how many runaways were 
successful in breaking the bonds of slavery, but it is clear that among 
the many absconders only a small fraction remained at large for a 
lengthy period. For most, the anonymity they achieved was 
ephemeral. 


The great majority of slaves who ran away to cities, like Jane in 
Savannah, were discovered, returned, and whipped or sold or both. 
Even in larger cities—Baltimore, Washington, Richmond, Charleston, 
New Orleans, St. Louis—those seeking to establish themselves in 
freedom encountered numerous difficulties. There were periodic 
crackdowns on free blacks, with officials demanding identification 
papers and jailing those without proper documents. In some cities all 


entering free persons of color were required to register with 
authorities. A number of states prohibited free blacks from entering 
the state and ordered sheriffs to arrest black “outsiders.” There were 
also among both whites and blacks those who would turn 
absconders over to authorities for the reward. In addition, many 
owners knew the habits of their slaves and were quick to track them 
down when they left without permission. In 1835, free black builder 
Drury L. Mitchell was in the midst of framing a house in West 
Feliciana Parish, Louisiana, when a slave apprentice absconded. 
Mitchell promptly boarded a steamboat for New Orleans, and 
although it took him more than a week, he returned with the 
apprentice.°2 


Runaways who made it to cities had to keep an eye out not only 
for their owner or a slave catcher but for whites who might claim 
them as their slave. In 1821, Prince, a slave, escaped to New 
Orleans. Three years later, as he walked down a street, he was 
recognized by one of his owner's friends. “I immediately lade hold of 
him & was going to take him on board of a steamboat & have him 
lroned down & take him home,” the white man said. Prince, however, 
now called William, insisted that he had a new owner, a resident in 
the city. Nor was Prince the only runaway re-enslaved in the 
Crescent City. As the terminus of the domestic slave trade, New 
Orleans had its share of whites who kidnapped runaways and sold 
them to traders. The experiences of Alexis revealed what might 
happen to an unsophisticated field hand arriving in the city. Owned 
for twelve years by a planter in Iberville Parish, Alexis ran away in 
1834 and made his way to New Orleans. No sooner had he arrived 
than he was taken up by a white man and turned over to Isaac 
Franklin, a partner in one of the largest slave-trading companies in 
the United States. He was sold at auction for $700. A few years later, 
he was sold to Marie Rose Hudson, a free woman of color in 
Jefferson Parish. By the time he was returned to his original owner, 


four years had passed, during which time Alexis had been 
kidnapped, jailed, sold, and resold.°? 

Other urban centers were similarly inhospitable to runaways. 
Some blacks were discovered soon after their arrival. Such was the 
case of the slave Simon, who ran away from his Bedford County 
master two days after Christmas 1843 and headed north for 
Nashville, about fifty miles away. Arrested less than a week after 
arriving in the city, he gave false information about his owner’s name 
and location and remained in jail for a year. He was then sold to 
Toliver Dawson, who lost him in a bet on the 1844 election. In 1845, 
Simon’s original owner discovered him and won a suit for his return. 
But even when runaways were able to remain undetected for several 
months or longer, the probability was great that they would 
eventually be discovered and returned to their owner. The fate of 
Pressly, a Georgia slave, was not unusual. Absconding from his 
owner of twenty years, Pressly went to Charleston, South Carolina, 
changed his name to Joe Brown, and posed as a free man of color. 
Nine months later, he was jailed as a fugitive slave.°* 


If field hands and plantation slaves found it difficult to maintain 
their secret identities in towns and cities, hired and self-hired slaves 
also confronted problems. They were often readily identifiable 
because of their special skills or talents and could be traced in that 
manner. Advertisements appeared seeking the return of coopers, 
hostlers, midwives, barbers, gardeners, market people. “Walked off,” 
Susan Rodgers said of her “Negro man” Solomon, who had been 
hired out as a gardener on Charleston Neck. He was still in the 
vicinity, she said, and had been seen Sunday mornings at the 
market “probably selling for some person.” Nor would it be difficult to 
find Ned, hired out by Andrew Jackson as cook at the Nashville Inn. 
He had worked at the Inn for several years and had also served as 
Jackson’s personal servant.°° 


The Fate of Jane 


“| have learned that Lyons at the Boro received a friendly letter from 
Old Cassius this evening in which he speaks of not yet being at 
home—dated New Orleans,” Charles C. Jones Sr. wrote from 
Montevideo Plantation in March 1857. Old Cassius was Jane’s 
father, who had been sold with the family a few months before. The 
letter related the tragedy that had befallen the slaves. They were 
sold to a slave trader, carried to New Orleans, and put up for sale. 
The man who had said he was a planter from near Macon and 
promised to keep the family together was, in fact, a New Orleans 
slave trader. “Here seems to be deception—a wheel within a wheel!” 
In addition, he had now received word about the “death of poor Jane! 
How soon and unexpectedly has she been cut off—the cause of all 
that has been done! Would that she had lived and died at home in 
peace with God and with the world! | have long prayed for those 
people many, many, very many times. | wish them well.”°© 


Neither Jones’s prayers nor his best wishes meant much to those 
slaves who were awaiting sale, nor could they have meant much to 
the intransigent Jane, who simply could not remain enslaved. 
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7 
The Hunt 


SLAVE CATCHER JAMES C. KNox, of East Baton Rouge Parish, 
Louisiana, set out in July 1856 to capture Big Sandy, a slave owned 
by a local planter who had been hired out and had run away. A man 
of little means who owned no property, Knox had earned small 
amounts of extra cash on previous occasions hunting runaways. 
Borrowing a pack of hounds, he moved across the undulating 
countryside, along the dirt roads and into ravines, as his dogs 
lurched forward. An experienced hunter, Knox was confident that he 
could find Big Sandy, although he worried about how much 
resistance the black man might offer. He was confident that he could 
handle the situation, however, as he had on many previous 
occasions. He was equally confident that he would be able to collect 
a reward. He needed the money. 


Pursuing Sandy, he accidentally came across another runaway, a 
field hand owned by planter Thomas Devall, and Knox interrupted 
his search for Sandy to take the newly found slave to Devall’s 
overseer. Resuming his hunt, the dogs found Sandy hiding in a gully, 
but the slave had a Bowie knife and held the yelping hounds at bay. 
When Knox slid down into the gully, he slipped and fell, and Sandy 
leaped upon him. Even as the dogs tore at the slave’s neck and 
arms, the black man raised his knife to stab his pursuer. “I then laid 
hold of the Knife with my left hand and held it,” Knox said; and as 
they struggled he begged the black man to “get off of me and told 


him | would let him alone.” Sandy refused, even as the dogs sunk 
their teeth into his back. Knox later testified: 


| finally got the Knife in my right hand and then again told him to 
get off of me or | would Kill him with the knife—The first time | told 
the said Negro to get off of me he replied you have no business 
here and | will Kill you if | can. 


The two men struggled for fifteen minutes, before Knox thrust the 
knife into Big Sandy’s chest. The black man died a short time later." 


The episode involving Knox and Big Sandy symbolized the 
determination of slave catchers and slave owners to recover 
runaways. Indeed, the entire system of slavery was predicated on 
the ability of whites to control their property. When a slave ran away, 
it was necessary to make every effort to recover the “miscreant.” It 
seemed as if the peculiar institution itself was on trial when such 
“breaches” occurred. To control slaves, masters established rules 
and regulations on each farm and plantation, but they were also 
aided by an elaborate system of state and local laws, patrols, militia, 
vigilance committees, and individuals, like Knox, who specialized in 
tracking runaways. In the cotton country of southwest Mississippi, for 
example, thirty-one-year-old B. B. Boiken, who lived on another 
man’s farm, told census takers that he was a full-time “Negro 
catcher.” 


As time passed, a sophisticated system evolved to assist 
slaveholders in recovering their lost property, a system that included 
slave catchers, patrols, traders, sheriffs, constables, jailers, justices 
of the peace, judges, and other state and local officials. To meet new 
exigencies, the laws were revised and the duties of persons involved 
in the process were clarified. How runaways were to be hunted, 
captured, jailed, and reclaimed, what the costs would be and who 
would pay them, and how the legal system would operate to dispose 


of unclaimed runaways were all questions that needed to be 
addressed. To examine how runaways were pursued, however, is to 
seek answers to questions about the fundamental nature of slavery. 
It reveals as well as any other focus the continual struggle between 
master and slave, a struggle that goes to the heart of slavery itself, a 
struggle that increased in intensity as the years passed. 


Laws and Patrols 


During the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, every southern 
state passed laws concerning runaways. While they differed slightly 
from state to state, the codes and the civil and criminal cases that 
evolved were similar in defining who were the runaways, how they 
should be apprehended, and what would happen to them after they 
were captured. Any slave “who shall be found more than twenty 
miles distant from the plantation, tenement, or other place where 
such slave is employed or required to be by his owner, overseer or 
employer, without a written pass or permission,” was a runaway, an 
1839 Arkansas statute said, mirroring those in other states. Any 
white person could apprehend the slave and turn him or her over to 
a justice of the peace. The apprehender would receive 
reimbursement from the county for the mileage he had traveled and 
was eligible for a fifteen-dollar reward. The county sheriff was then 
instructed to advertise the captured slave, describing him or her by 
name, physical appearance, wearing apparel, and name of the 
owner. If the runaway went unclaimed for twelve months, the sheriff 
was instructed to advertise and sell the slave at the courthouse to 
the highest bidder. After deducting expenses of apprehending, 
securing, advertising, maintaining, and selling the slave, the sheriff 
was instructed to turn the remainder of the money over to the county. 
Owners could reclaim their property at any time before the auction or 
designate others to do so.° 


While most states passed similar statutes, there were differences 
from state to state. In Maryland, owners were required to inform 
slaves serving for a term of years who absconded that if they 
persisted in such action they could be sold out of the state according 
to the 1833 and 1845 acts of the General Assembly. In Louisiana, 
the buying and selling of slaves came with a legal warranty saying 
the slave was not a runaway. If a purchaser could prove that the 
seller knew about such behavior but still sold the slave, the buyer 
could return the slave or sue for a refund. In Tennessee, any slave 
taken up as a fugitive had to be “regularly committed” to the public 
jail, as opposed to jails or pens owned by private slave trading 
companies. In Mississippi, Indian agents were to receive thirty 
dollars for each runaway they captured or secured in the Indian 
nations. The agents could also build a jail and procure irons “for the 
confinement or better security of all runaway negroes.” In Alabama, if 
a runaway were not claimed within ten days, the jailor was required 
to publish a description for thirty days in the nearest newspaper. If 
still unclaimed for the next six months, the jailer should advertise in 
newspapers in Mobile, Montgomery, Tuscaloosa, and Huntsville. In 
Texas, slave catchers who brought back runaways from west of the 
San Antonio River could “demand and receive the sum of fifty dollars 
for each and every slave.” In short, every southern state had its own 
comprehensive legal code for identifying, capturing, jailing, 
advertising, returning, and selling runaway slaves.* 


By the late antebellum period, runaway laws comprised a 
significant section of each state’s legal code. Indeed, the importance 
slave owners attached to this problem was reflected in the time and 
energy they devoted to fashioning these laws. When the Tennessee 
Assembly rewrote its slave code in 1857-58, for example, it created 
four chapters to deal with slave crime and delinquency. These 
included police regulations for slaves, offenses committed by slaves 
or against slaves, and “Offences against The Police and Economy of 
Slavery,” including forging passes, secreting or enticing slaves, and 


kidnapping slaves. Among the 131 sections in these chapters, nearly 
half dealt in one way or another with runaways (61 of the 131) and 1 
out of 7 (19 of 131 sections) dealt specifically with runaways: how 
and when they were to be jailed, advertised, hired, employed, 
redeemed, returned, and sold. “On letting such slave to hire, the 
jailor, before delivering him to the hirer, shall cause an iron collar to 
be put on his neck stamped P. G.[Public Gaol],” one section read; 
“and then he shall not be answerable for his escape.” Nor were 
Tennessee lawmakers unusual in the time and effort they spent 
attempting to solve this problem.° 

Such laws were designed to control the movement of slaves 
when away from the plantation, to protect the master’s property, and 
to provide an efficient means of returning or selling fugitives. The 
laws, of course, did not always work smoothly in practice. Disputes 
arose concerning payment of rewards, injuries to pursuer and 
pursued, even the legal ownership of runaways. In addition, some 
laws were poorly conceived. In 1804, a group of Virginia whites 
noted the inadequacy of a statute governing captains who hid slaves 
on their trading vessels. The penalty was adequate—death without 
benefit of clergy—they said, but the law “contemplates the 
punishment after the fact” and after a slave “has gone to sea.” There 
were also problems in determining the penalty for killing a slave on 
the run. South Carolina, for example, made it a capital offense. A 
group of Christ Church Parish plantation owners asserted that the 
law increased the number of runaways. Slaves understood the 
statute, the planters claimed, and were willing to take more chances. 
“Prior to the passing of the Law of 1821 entitled an act to increase 
the punishment inflicted on persons convicted of murdering any 
slave,” the memorialists asserted, blacks “were in every respect 
more obedient and better servants, and infinitely more trustworthy 
and faithful than they have been subsequently.” The “evils of running 
away” had risen significantly since its passage.® 


To slow the tide of runaways, southern states relied on a system 
of patrols. Beginning in colonial times, legislatures passed laws 
granting local officials, including county judges, authority to 
constitute patrols to control the slave population. They ranged in size 
from two or three to a dozen and more. They were organized in 
military fashion, with captains, sergeants, and patrollers [privates]; 
and they had legal authority to search virtually anywhere for 
fugitives. In times of crises, they could hold appointment through 
“executive authority,” as in Virginia in 1808 when special patrols 
were formed to put down a rumored slave insurrection. As one 
patroller said, they were instructed to search “the negro cabins, & 
take every thing which we found in them, which bore a hostile 
aspect, such as powder, shot &c.,” and were told to “apprehend 
every negro whom we found from his home; & if he made any 
resistance, or ran from us, to fire on him immediately, unless he 
could be stopped by other means.”’ 


In many parts of the South, patrols frequently roamed across the 
countryside to flush out runaways. In the fall and winter of 1814, a 
runaway gang became so “troublesome and offensive” in the area 
along Goose Creek, St. James Parish, South Carolina (sixteen miles 
from Charleston), that members of patrols were given instructions to 
shoot any slave who did not surrender. Within a week, patrollers had 
killed two runaways, both belonging to Edward Brailsford. In South 
Carolina, patrollers could point to an early law giving them the legal 
right to kill any slave who fled. This statute was used by Lieutenant 
James Moore Ford, who led an armed group of men in search of 
Brister and Gabriel, runaways owned by a member of the House of 
Representatives from Colleton District. The two slaves were 
discovered, shot and killed. Later, a patrol captured the notorious 
runaway April, owned by Thomas W. Price, who it was believed had 
lured Brister and Gabriel away from their owner’s plantation.® 


Patrols near Charleston were similarly successful in pursuing 
Stephon, a runaway owned by Dr. Jean Lewis Raoul, who was 
quickly “apprehended, tried & Convicted, of divers felonies of which 
he had been guilty whilst he had so absconded as aforesaid from 
your petitioner & was executed.” Another of Dr. Raoul’s slaves, “a 
negro woman who had been forced from the Employment of your 
petitioner by the famous out Law Joe otherwise Called forest” was 
severely wounded when the patrol fired into Forest’s camp. She 
survived, but her wound was so severe as “to render her of no 
value.”? 


In North and South Carolina, Virginia, Georgia, Mississippi, and 
Louisiana, patrols were particularly active, as planters and property 
owners expressed apprehension about slaves roaming about at 
night and committing robberies. In sections with large concentrations 
of slaves, these anxieties were especially acute. In addition, the 
laxity of some owners in dealing with slaves who left the plantation 
created problems for those who wished to enforce strict discipline. 
There was “an increased necessity under the present 
circumstances,” James Butler, John Jackson, A. Marsh, and a group 
of eighteen others in Cumberland County, North Carolina, said, “for 
an active, prompt and efficient Patrol.” They recommended that 
authorities appoint young men “willing to act without compensation,” 
and that their patrol district lines be redrawn to include stretches 
along Rockfish Creek, the Bladen County line, and the Cape Fear 
River. By strengthening the patrol and redrawing the lines, they 
hoped to bring under control “some forty or fifty Negro Men” who had 
recently been “quartered” in their area and were committing “thefts 
and depradations upon our premises.”'° 


The patrols were put on special alert when rumors circulated 
concerning slave unrest. In 1821, Colonel John H. Hill of Carteret 
County, North Carolina, called out his militia regiment to suppress “a 
number of slaves and free persons of colour who had collected with 


arms” and were scouring the countryside “committing thefts and 
alarming the inhabitants.” A few years later, a major general in the 
Mississippi militia wrote: “A projected insurrection having been 
discovered amongst some Slaves residing in the Vicinity of 
Woodville You are Commanded to order the Militia Composing the 
5th Regiment under Your Command to hold themselves in Complete 
preparation to assemble at a moments warning.” He recommended 
that patrols consisting of an officer and six men be detached 
throughout the region to “apprehend all slaves under Suspicious 
Circumstances.” It proved to be a false alarm, as it was in Georgia in 
1848 when the Glynn County Rangers were given a similar order. 
Ranger Captain Hugh F. Grant and a quickly mobilized “cavalry 
company” went out “to protect the Community and County from 
insurrections,” but it was really not necessary." 


Many thousands of white southerners served in these 
companies. Some of them, like Hugh F. Grant, were prominent 
members of their communities, but others were propertyless whites 
who joined merely for the pleasure of the hunt. Even when there 
were responsible members of the community riding on patrol, the 
fear and anxiety during certain periods could produce unanticipated 
results. In 1818, William Johnson, a New Orleans Customs House 
official, led twenty armed men onto a plantation in Plaquemines 
Parish, some miles below the city, “searching for armed Negroes.” 
While Johnson took a detachment into the woods, another group 
entered the small plantation house, grabbed the owner by the arms, 
and put a pair of cocked pistols to his chest. The planter’s daughter 
fell to her knees and begged them not to shoot. A member of the 
patrol struck her with the flat side of his saber and threw her out of 
the house on to the ground. Two of the men then broke open an 
upright closet and stole “a thousand Dollars in Gold” and a number 
of other items, including “six fine linen shirts.” Suspecting a secret 
gathering of slaves on another plantation in St. James Parish, 
Louisiana, in 1835, a group of armed men rode onto the plantation. 


When the overseer protested against “various outrages & trespass” 
and refused to turn over a certain mulatto man, the riders swept the 
overseer up and took him off to jail. 12 


Such occurrences were not common, but they illustrate the power 
that patrol and militia units wielded once they were constituted. They 
could ride onto anyone’s property, search any building or residence, 
and ride off. If runaways were declared outlaws, patrollers could 
shoot them on sight. Some slaves who were simply out without a 
pass could be caught in these sweeps. In August 1792, a South 
Carolina slave owned by John Adams was shot and killed by “a 
Party of Militia in pursuit of some runaways,” though according to his 
owner the “valuable Negroe Man” had nothing to do with the 
fugitives. In 1819, another South Carolina planter noted that “A party 
of Gentm from Pineville commanded by Major S. Porcher went into 
the swamps to attack a party of runaway negroes supposed to be 
armed.” They were unsuccessful, but a short time later another 
patrol “shot a couple negroes,” both of whom died.'* 


Some years later, when a group of Texas slaves owned by 
James Weir of Bexar County crossed over into Guadalupe County, a 
patrol surrounded and captured them, tied them up, threw them on 
the ground, and “beat and bruised and injured and maltreated” them 
to such an extent that they were indisposed for a month. One 
became “lame and sick & unable to do and perform his usual labor & 
service.” Defending themselves, patrollers explained that the slaves 
were “roaming over the country at night,” “to a great extent 
intoxicated,” and were “armed with swords Knives pistols guns and 
other deadly weapons.”"4 


Such expeditions could also be dangerous for those who served 
in the patrol. In pursuit of runaways, a South Carolina “trooper” fell 
from his horse and was trampled to death. The trooper’s wife 
explained that her husband, a blacksmith, was in pursuit of a “party 
of Negro Slaves, who had infested that neighbourhood and had 


recently committed a murder there.” Others were injured when shot 
accidentally by members of their own units, when they tried to enter 
rugged terrain or swampy areas, or when runaways turned and 
fought. Described as “lawless,” “desperate,” and “bold,” some 
runaways were willing to fight to the death and succeeded in 
wounding or killing their pursuers. '° 

Despite the strenuous efforts of patrols to curtail runaways and 
maintain order, they were largely ineffective. It was virtually 
impossible to maintain surveillance over the black population day 
and night in all parts of a county. There were too many places to 
hide and too many hours at night for runaways to move across the 
countryside, visiting, drinking, and stealing. A group of Chowan 
County, North Carolina, farmers and slaveholders asked the state 
legislature to increase the number of patrols and patrollers “For 
Keeping the Negroes in better Subjection.” Only a few members of 
the current patrol did “their duty,” the farmers noted, and there were 
any number of “Negroes Passing & repassing at all times of the 
Night Without Liberty from their Owners much to the Injury of our 
property.”'© 

Slaveholders made similar complaints during different periods. In 
the wake of the Nat Turner rebellion, they argued that the patrol 
system should be reorganized and restructured. The proposals from 
slaveholders in Maury and Montgomery counties, Tennessee, called 
for a state law requiring the appointment of patrollers who would be 
more vigilant and more active, who would patrol at least three times 
a week, and who would be sufficiently compensated for their 
services. Patrols, they argued, should be organized formally by local 
magistrates or justices of the peace, rather than informally by militia 
captains. Moreover, members should be paid out of funds derived 
from a tax on slave owners for that specific purpose. Patrollers 
should be exempt from military duty, roadwork, and jury service, and 


they should receive fifty cents for every slave they lawfully corrected 
or carried back to an owner.” 


Slave Catchers 


More effective than patrols in finding runaways were slave catchers. 
Among this group were men who specialized in tracking slaves. 
They sometimes owned or could secure dogs and were willing to 
expend substantial effort to find their prey. They were hired by 
planters who could not spare their overseers, plantation managers, 
or other whites on the plantation to go on the frequent expeditions 
that might last for days, sometimes weeks. Charging by the day and 
mile, they were often illiterate, nonslaveholding whites who could 
earn what was for them a sizeable amount—ten to fifty dollars—for 
bringing back a runaway. 


Typical of the “professional” slave catchers was Edward King of 
Concordia Parish, Louisiana, who in 1831 charged six cents a mile 
and two dollars a day, plus expenses. Another was Oliver P. Findley 
of Greene County, Georgia, who charged ten dollars per slave and 
additional amounts for administering punishment. In 1847, Findley 
apprehended Henry, Shack, and Randle, runaways from the 
plantation of Robert T. Wright, also of Greene County. He charged 
the owner thirty-five dollars, including five dollars for whipping 
Randle. Although the slaves were worth many times the payment 
slave catchers received, it would have taken the pursuers much 
longer, even as skilled laborers, to earn more than they did for 
capturing fugitives. A few “professionals” worked for higher stakes. 
Employed by a slaveholder John Seaton of Loudoun County, 
Virginia, John Upp of Middleburg set out in late February 1817 to 
pursue a runaway. The experienced Upp journeyed east into Fairfax 
County, then toward the District of Columbia. He apprehended the 


slave after only two weeks, put him in the Alexandria jail, then 
carried him back to Middleburg to claim his $150 reward.'® 


It was not uncommon for slave catchers to track slaves for many 
miles. The group that worked out of Vidalia, Louisiana, across the 
river from Natchez, was typical. They roamed up and down the river 
and inland across the states of Louisiana and Mississippi. In 1831, 
Edward King wrote from Vidalia that he had found “two negroes in 
the woods, fifty miles from this place.” King also hunted Moses, who 
belonged to William Helm of Natchez, capturing him some distance 
from the city. Lewis P. Leland apprehended Tom only a few miles 
across the river from his owner's plantation in Rodney, Mississippi, 
but was required by law to take the slave thirty miles to the parish 
jail. Another Vidalia-based slave catcher journeyed ninety miles in 
pursuit of a slave, while H. D. French captured John in 1834 ona 
Mississippi River raft seventy-five miles from Vidalia. '9 


Periodically the slave catchers would return to the parish seat of 
Vidalia to register their success with the justice of the peace. This 
action insured that they would receive their rewards and be 
reimbursed for travel and other expenses. In 1832, Lewis Hynor 
appeared before Edward Sanders, justice of the peace, and 
explained that he had taken up two runaway slaves in Concordia 
Parish. One was named Wesley and belonged to George Potts; the 
other said his name was Ross and that he belonged to Jacob Elen. 
Both owners lived in Natchez. Two years later, the illiterate slave 
hunter Joseph Faber appeared before G. W. Newton, justice of the 
peace, and said that he had taken “in the woods in this Parish about 
fifteen miles from town of Vidalia a negro boy who calls himself John 
says that he belonged to a Mr. John Woodard of Kentucky, who is 
now deceased.”2° 


Besides the professionals, there were others who occasionally 
went out in search of runaways. A few slave traders and slave 
factors were willing to find and return slaves for a price, as were 


special “agents” hired by companies. Some traders, factors, and 
commission merchants were willing to purchase slaves on the run at 
reduced prices and then hunt them down themselves or hire slave 
catchers to do so. There were also self-appointed trackers who went 
after runaways for a possible reward or following a violent crime. 
James Ross and Holloway Simmons of York District, South Carolina, 
tracked Tom, accused of murdering Solomon Coats, for a week 
before catching up with him in Sumter District.2' 


Many plantation owners kept in contact with various types of 
slave catchers, but unless they could summon such men quickly, 
they were of little value, whatever their talents. After returning from a 
slave-buying trip to Baltimore, one Alabama planter lamented that 
several slaves escaped shortly after arriving at their new home. He 
contacted W. N. Peeples, a slave catcher who lived some miles 
away. Peeples explained that he was more than willing to come up 
and assist in “catching your negros,” but he feared it was too late to 
do any good. They were probably many miles away already since 
“their acquaintance must be limited in this country.” “If you should 
find out certainly that they are in your neighborhood and let me Know 
| will come up and catch them for you,” Peeples wrote. Adding a mild 
reproach, he said, “If | had Known when they first ranaway | think 
That | could have caught them easily.”22 


Not only planters but also industrialists employed slave catchers. 
Tennessee iron maker Montgomery Bell, who owned the 
Cumberland Furnace in Dickson County, a remote and isolated area, 
experienced constant difficulties keeping workers at the site. One of 
his “agents” was an experienced slave tracker who went out on 
numerous occasions to find and bring laborers back. In 1816, when 
twenty-six-year-old Cary, described as “intelligent, but not 
remarkable for honesty or industry,” ran away, one of Bell’s agents 
set out in pursuit. The runaway, now calling himself Buck, 
descended the Cumberland River on a keelboat, then slipped on 


board a barge going up the Ohio River, to Louisville. The agent 
followed him as far as Chillicothe, Ohio, and then lost him. “It is 
probable he has since passed to Pittsburg, or some part of the state 
of Pennsylvania,” a subsequent advertisement said. But as he had a 
forged pass permitting him to hire himself out, he could have gone 
any number of places. Despite a huge reward of $300 and notices in 
at least eight newspapers, including the Pittsburgh Mercury and 
Cincinnati Western Spy, the agent never retrieved his prey.2° 


Some slave catchers worked primarily on the river systems. 
Boarding barges, sailing vessels, and steamboats on the rivers of 
Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia or on the 
Cumberland, Tennessee, Ohio, and Mississippi rivers in the west, 
they knew boat captains, mates, company officials, jailers, sheriffs, 
constables, and other slave hunters. With a network of 
acquaintances and knowledge about water routes, they could track 
runaways on water as well as their plantation counterparts could 
track them across the countryside. Alfred Edgar, who worked out of 
St. Louis, was one such slave hunter. Pursuing a runaway to 
Lafayette County, Missouri, in 1853, Edgar arrived in Lexington, a 
small town on the Missouri River not far from the border with the 
Kansas Territory. It was there that he discovered that Marquis W. 
Withers, a resident of the town, had recently lost one of his house 
servants and a pregnant woman named Ann. A free black man had 
departed at the same time. Searching the vicinity unsuccessfully for 
his runaway, he finally connected the disappearance of the three 
with the departure of the steamboat E/ Paso. 


Although Edgar failed to find the runaway he was hunting, he was 
not entirely unsuccessful. “During the following Spring,” Edgar 
explained, “I found the girl [Ann] in St. Louis.” Whereupon, the owner 
hired Edgar as an agent to sell her. She “had been lying in Jail five 
months, and never had been advertised. She had a child in Jail 
which died,” Edgar explained. She was very delicate and “appeared 


bloated from being confined.” Once “a likely fine looking girl” worth 
$850, she would not bring more than $575, but the owner said he 
would accept any offer.24 


Masters who became desperate might hire amateurs to hunt their 
slaves. Unable to locate his runaway after four weeks but certain the 
man had not left the neighborhood, South Carolina planter James 
McKenny hired a young, inexperienced slave catcher, a mere boy, to 
search for his slave. Coming across the slave, the boy drew his 
pistol. Seeing he could not escape, the slave gave himself up and 
began walking toward his captor. The frightened boy, however, 
pulled the trigger and shot the black man in the chest. “He only 
survived a few days,” the owner lamented.2° 


Some owners sent slave catchers to the North to retrieve their 
property. This was not only costly, but the chances of success were 
slim. One man who went to Cincinnati, “& on towards the Canada 
line, in pursuit of runaway slaves,” said in 1835 that a number of 
residents along the way were “opposed to slavery” and “disposed to 
throw objections in the way of retaking runaway slaves.” Indeed, 
some residents were actually helping the fugitives. Even “if a 
runaway slave was found in that state [Ohio],” he said, “it was very 
difficult to get him.” Other owners decided against sending agents to 
the North. In 1840, Virginia slave owner Richard Reed lamented that 
he had lost his total investment following a slave’s escape to New 
York. Attempting to reclaim him would be “altogether fruitless.” “The 
recovery of slaves who have escaped to the non slaveholding states 
is, even in ordinary cases, when the individual has been all his life a 
slave, uniformly attended with the utmost danger & difficulty,” Reed 
said, and more often than not “altogether impracticable.” In his case, 
it was made worse because the slave was being protected by his 
black friends, and if any attempt were made to retrieve him, his 
friends would offer resistance in the form of “mobs that are always 
raised upon such occasions.2° 


The difficulties faced by slaveholders like Reed drew national 
attention in 1832 when ten slaves fled from Northampton County, 
Virginia, to New York City. The governor of Virginia demanded that 
the governor of New York return the fugitives, arguing that they had 
stolen a whaleboat and were, therefore, guilty of a felony. He said 
that if the slaves were not returned “the whole slave property on our 
SeaBoard, on the Bay, and on our Northern and Western frontier, 
becomes wholly valueless.” The governor’s arguments, however, 
carried little weight in New York City, where his agents were suing 
for a return of the runaways. During the trial in 1837, “not less than 
five hundred Negroes” mounted a protest outside the courtroom. As 
a consequence, the lawyer arguing the case for the return of the 
slaves was unable to get a writ served. He later confessed that at the 
“very moment | was exulting in my supposed victory, | was thrown 
entirely back to be laden a new with costs, vexations, and deep 
disappointment.”2/ 


But it was neither antislavery sentiment nor black protest that 
dissuaded other slaveholders from sending slave catchers to the 
North in pursuit of runaways. Rather, as suggested by the New York 
City incident, retrieving slaves in the North could be extremely time- 
consuming and costly. Once slaves made it to free soil, some 
owners conceded that their property was “entirely lost.” Even those 
who successfully pursued their runaways were often startled at the 
costs. Following the death of Sherwood Haywood in Wake County, 
North Carolina, in 1829, several of his slaves “ran off and escaped to 
a free State.” The widow and executrix of his estate quickly 
dispatched a group of slave hunters, who after a lengthy search 
“recaptured and brought home” the fugitives. When they were sold a 
short time later, they brought less than the expense of their 
recapture.2® 


Negro Dogs 


One of the most widespread methods of tracking runaways was to 
use highly trained so-called “negro dogs.” Frederick Law Olmsted 
observed that no particular breed was used in the hunt— 
bloodhounds, foxhounds, bulldogs, Scotch staghounds, curs—but 
slave hunters and planters had a method of training each breed to 
be effective. The dogs were locked up and “never allowed to see a 
negro except while training to catch him.” They were given the scent 
of a black man or woman’s shoe or article of clothing and taught to 
follow the scent. Slaves were sent out as trainees, and when the 
dogs treed them, they were given meat as a reward. “Afterwards 
they learn to follow any particular negro by scent.”22 


Despite Olmsted’s assertions, specially bred bloodhounds were 
easily the dogs of choice. Charles Stearns’s 1848 political tract, 
Facts in the Life of Gen. Taylor; the Cuba Blood-Hound Importer, the 
Extensive Slave-Holder, and the Hero of the Mexican War, noted 
how Louisiana slave owner and presidential candidate Zachary 
Taylor imported hounds from the Caribbean trained to chase slaves. 
The dogs were fierce hunters, and if not constrained at the end of 
the chase, they would tear a man to pieces.*° 


“| had rather a negro would do anything Else than runaway,” 
Louisiana planter David Barrow once admitted, but the “drives” he 
and his neighbors mounted to find runaways in West Feliciana 
Parish were sometimes undertaken “with the zest of sport.” The 
“Negro hunters” would arrive in the morning with their dogs, the 
planters would mount their horses, and a band of hunters, planters, 
overseers would set out behind the pack of yelping hounds. They 
would ride at a gallop until the dogs began baying, and then they 
would slow to a trot. On one occasion they trailed a male slave 
“about a mile[,] treed him, made the dogs pull him out of the tree, Bit 
him badly, think he will stay home a while.” On another occasion, 
Barrow said that the “dogs soon tore him naked, took him home 


Before the negro[es] at dark & made the dogs give him another 
overhauling.”?" 


In this 1861 oil painting titled “The Hunted Slaves,” English artist 
Richard Ansdell (1815-1885) depicts dogs imported from Cuba 
catching up with slaves in the Great Dismal Swamp of North 
Carolina. 


Such vicious attacks were against the law in a number of states. 
The penal code of Georgia, for instance, provided that “any owner or 
employer of a slave or slaves, who shall cruelly treat such slave or 
slaves” shall be guilty of a misdemeanor. This included using attack 
dogs to track runaways. In 1855, in a case involving the drowning 
death of a fugitive fleeing from a pack of hounds, the Georgia 
Supreme Court ruled it was lawful “to track runaway negroes with 
dogs, and follow them up until they are caught, provided it be done 
with due degree of caution and circumspection.” Dogs could be used 
if they did not “lacerate or otherwise materially injure the slave.”°2 In 


fact, however, most dogs trained to track runaways were vicious, 
fearsome beasts. 


At times, slaves attempted to throw off the scent by going into 
streams or spreading pepper or spices on the ground, but these 
ploys usually were successful only in buying time. The dogs moved 
quickly up and down river banks or off in different directions to pick 
up the trail again. Even if slaves did escape for a time, they returned 
to see their families or obtain supplies, and as soon as this was 
learned, owners would “find their tracks and put the dogs on again.” 
One master boasted that the longest period any of his slaves 
remained out was two months. He had “dogs trained on purpose to 
run after niggers, and never let out for anything else.” A farmer in the 
cotton country of the Piedmont said that in his area there were many 
men “who made a business of nigger-hunting,” and they trained their 
horses and dogs to go over any fence. From the time they were 
pups, the “nigger dogs,” as they were called, were trained to follow 
runaways. Usually only two were “kept kennelled all the time—these 
were old, keen ones, who led the rest when they were out; they were 
always kept coupled together with a chain, except when trailing.”°° 


In the above drawing, “Shooting Scene,” ca. 1860, a group of 
pursuers on horseback with a pack of hounds has treed a runaway 
slave. 


Slave catchers who owned Negro dogs were quick to advertise 
the fact. Slave hunter David Turner, who lived a few miles from 
Bolivar, the county seat of Hardeman County, Tennessee, 
advertised in the Western Tennessee Democrat: “BLOOD-HOUNDS.—| 
have Two of the FINEST DOGS for CATCHING NEGROES in the Southwest. 
They can take the trail TWELVE HOURS after the NEGRO HAS PASSED, and 
catch him with ease.” He ended: “I am ready at all times to catch 
runaway negroes.” They were also quick to make certain that their 
charges reflected the fact that they possessed the finest dogs for 
catching runaways. Upon receiving word that a slave had escaped 
from a plantation owned by William L. Balfour in Yazoo County, 
Mississippi, in 1857, Thomas Hamberlin quickly set out in pursuit; 
within a short time, he apprehended and returned the fugitive. In 
presenting his bill to the estate, Hamberlin charged twenty dollars 


“for Catching with dogs—Negro Ed, upon the order of E D Cox, 
dated Nov, er 8th 1857, for the Estate of Dr. Balfour on Woodside 
plantation.” During the 1850s, George W. Null, who owned three 
slaves, hired himself and his four “Negro Dogs” out to his neighbors 
to hunt runaways. He could earn five dollars a day to conduct his 
chases. When he died in early 1862, his wife sought permission to 
sell “a pack of Negro dogs which are now useless to his estate or 
family.” When the sale occurred in May 1862, the four highly trained 
hounds were auctioned off to William B. Wilkerson for $300, a 
remarkably high price even considering the early inflation of 
Confederate currency.*4 


Like Hamberlin, most dog-owning slave catchers worked as 
farmers or in other occupations, but were ready to respond at a 
moment’s notice. Often slave owners and local sheriffs called on 
them when a slave ran away. In Laurens District, South Carolina, 
William W. Simpson was known to have “an uncommon and 
extraordinary dog for trailing.” When a white man convicted of horse 
stealing and two black men sentenced to death for poisoning their 
master broke out of jail about 1823, Simpson on horseback with his 
“extraordinary dog” brought back the white man and one of the 
slaves. “[A] few days afterwards the negro broke gaol a second 
time,” a report noted. Simpson and his dog “punctually attended and 
caught him again after a severe heat, and brought him back and he 
was executed according to his sentence.”°° 


Runaways had reason to fear the hounds following on their heels. 
If they caught up with them before the pursuers on horseback, a 
slave could receive severe injuries. One absentee planter in 
Philadelphia wrote his overseer in Alabama that, while he regretted a 
slave was off again in the woods, “I wish you to try to get him back, 
but dont want dogs to go and Ketch him. It is to dangerous. They 
may kill a man in a very short time. Last time they had nearly torn 
him up.”°6 


At times runaways were forced to stop and fight the dogs. One 
fleeing Mississippi slave who had assaulted a white man was taken 
“with much difficulty.” The pursuers and the runaway had “quite a 
fight,” and some of the dogs “were badly cut.” Another slave who 
turned and fought was Peyton, who was hiding in an orchard behind 
the hotel in Columbiana, Alabama, until a fellow slave told whites 
where he was hiding. Late the same afternoon, ten men on 
horseback burst into the orchard behind a pack of dogs, and Peyton 
sprinted 400 yards when the dogs “bayed him.” Peyton then drew his 
knife, quickly killed the lead dog, and ran off into a thicket. “He is so 
bold,” a white woman commented; “Pate is a mean negro.”°’ 


To teach “mean negroes” a lesson, planters often used dogs in 
the chase, and when they had a chance to show them what might 
happen if they tried to run away, they were quick to use their hounds 
for demonstration. Out with a large pack of dogs in a fox chase, two 
Alabama gentlemen accidentally came across a slave who had 
absconded several days before. The dogs surprised Toney, one of 
the gentlemen explained, “put him up a fence where he made a 
surrender—é& upon learning who he belonged to—dogs were called 
off—but they escorted him home, with the entire pack of hounds to 
the horror of all the plantation—I hope it will have a good effect.”38 


Masters in Pursuit 


Hiring slave catchers and using “Negro dogs” were only two methods 
slaveholders employed to pursue runaways. They also corresponded 
with fellow slaveholders, kept records about the location of relatives 
and friends of their slaves, sent overseers and plantation managers 
in pursuit of runaways, advertised and offered rewards for the return 
of their property. A few slave owners hired special agents to take 
care of the problem, sent relatives or friends to search out fugitives, 
or persuaded privileged slaves to spy on fellow slaves. Depending 


on the size of the farm or plantation, owners themselves sometimes 
joined the chase or hunted runaways. In short, slave owners were 
involved in every aspect of the hunt. 


Related by marriage and kinship, the families of the planter 
aristocracy communicated often with one another. In their 
correspondence and social visits, they discussed a wide range of 
topics, including runaways. They conferred about how, when, and 
why their slaves absconded, shared information about possible 
destinations, and offered assistance to one another in locating or 
returning fugitives. When a slave was captured some distance from 
his owner’s plantation, they would provide one another with 
information and assistance. “I have just ascertained that a boy 
belonging to you has been take up as a runaway,” George Connelly 
of Port Gibson, Mississippi, wrote fellow planter Robert Cochran of 
Natchez in 1846. The slave had been sent from Tallahatchie County 
to Cochran’s Wilkinson County plantation. The black man “says you 
gave instructions to the overseer to treat him well but that he was 
very hard on him.” Another planter apologized for not being able to 
help a fellow planter sooner in securing his boy, who was still in the 
woods. “I will send him down as soon as | can get him but can’t say 
when that will be.” In 1822, a rice planter, who “startled a runaway 
negroe” during a hunting expedition, was able to offer immediate 
help. He caught the slave and delivered him to his owner, who lived 
some twenty-five miles distant.°9 


Slave owners also shared with one another their surprise, 
sadness, and anger at being “betrayed” by runaways. “Ike 
absconded on the morning after you left, and we have not heard one 
word from him since,” wrote Sarah W. Kittrell Goree, of Trinity Bend, 
Texas, to her son, Thomas Goree, in 1853. “Your Pa does not say 
anything about it one way or another,” she added. It was her opinion 
that Ike left “Without any cause.” After losing her favorite female 
slave, one plantation mistress wrote that the servant was “so honest, 


so faithful, so truthful, so devoted to my interests that | trusted 
everything to her and now | have to depend on those so entirely 
different from her. Such eye servants whose truth is perfect 
deceit.”4° 


Among the most important questions owners discussed was the 
possible destination to which their slaves might flee. Despite their 
efforts to keep track of family members, friends, and acquaintances 
of their slaves, they were often wrong about where runaways were 
headed. James Morton, for example, said he was positive his slave 
Tobe would go to Nashville, as the twelve-year-old boy had been 
there several times driving his owner’s wagon and had once stayed 
in the city several days with the owner’s son.*! Tobe was still at large 
six months after his escape. 


Others admitted they were unsure about where their slaves might 
go. One planter sent a letter to a friend explaining that he planned to 
send his son in pursuit of three runaways but was not sure where to 
start. “If you have heard of my fellows be so kind as to let me know,” 
he said. If so, his son Berry would set out in the morning, if not 
“pleased to give me your opinion whether it is best to start after them 
or wait until we hear the course they have taken.” John Peck, who 
lived in Weakley County near the Kentucky border in west 
Tennessee, said his slave Wilson might move west across the 
Mississippi River or north across the Ohio River, but he also might 
be “lurking about Nashville” or near the Mississippi. C. T. Baylor of 
Petersburg, Virginia, created a genealogical chart for his black man 
George, whose father lived near Sparta, Caroline County, whose 
wife lived near Bestland Post Office, Essex County, and whose 
“other relations” resided in King and Queen County. Baylor, like 
Peck, however, was not sure where his slave was headed.*2 


William M. Whitehead of Livingston, Adams County, Mississippi, 
experienced so much difficulty with runaways that he established a 
network of relatives, friends, and hired slave dealers to help him 


regain his property. Seeking the return of Sampson and Henry—the 
first, a heavyset black man about forty-five years old, balding with 
grey hair, a Roman nose, who spoke French “tolerably well,” and the 
second, a yellow-colored man, about thirty years old, a good 
carpenter with one ear “cut or bitten off-—Whitehead issued a set of 
instructions. If they were captured in Mississippi, Whitehead wanted 
them to be turned over to John T. Whitehead in Franklin County; if 
taken up in Louisiana, they should be turned over to William Rogers 
of Pointe Coupee Parish; and if found in any of the upper states, 
they should be transferred to M. D. Simms of Clarksville, 
Tennessee.** Such tactics were not especially effective—Sampson 
and Henry were still out nearly a year later—but masters still 
retained agents, including relatives in various locations, to be on the 
lookout for their slaves. 


Another method employed was to offer rewards to loyal slaves if 
they would act as spies or assist in capturing runaways. While this 
was not common, it did occur, and at times runaways felt that they 
could trust no one. One privileged slave barber in New Bern, North 
Carolina, not only assisted his free black owner in returning 
bondsmen and women who had absconded, but acted as an 
informant to other slave owners. On one occasion, he provided 
enough information for an owner to reclaim his runaway in New York 
City; on another he provided useful “intelligence” concerning slave 
discontent and unrest in Craven County.** 


Becoming involved in hunting runaways was especially 
dangerous for blacks, but some slaves either joined the hunt or went 
out alone to find fugitives. The South Carolina slave Sam had been 
absent from his master’s plantation for several months when a 
neighboring slaveholder and a few slaves set out to capture him. 
“Sam, | suspected was at my Kitchen & Directed My Negroes to 
watch & take him or give me some Intelligence & try to Decoy him 
So that | could Get hold of him,” William Ware of Abbeville District 


wrote in 1815. In endeavoring to capture Sam, one of his most 
prized slaves, however, “a likely Negro Man about thirty Years old” 
and an excellent field hand was stabbed in the heart and killed. It 
was a severe loss, the death of a “Negro who was doing a Laudable 
Act Both to State & Society” by helping to apprehend a runaway.*° 


Slaveholders would on occasion order their overseers or 
managers to hunt runaways. Not only did this leave the other hands 
without supervision but, as when slaves joined in pursuit, it could be 
dangerous, especially since many slaves ran away because of an 
overseer’s harsh or unfair treatment. In 1800, Joseph Chandler 
Brown and William Dunn, overseers in St. Paul’s Parish, South 
Carolina, went out to search for “a gang of runaway negroes, the 
property of diverse persons ... who infested that part of the country.” 
Coming upon the fugitives, both men were shot. Brown died 
instantly, and Dunn was “desperately” wounded. Brown’s widow later 
petitioned the legislature for an allotment to help her support her four 
children. Due to such incidents, it was sometimes difficult to 
persuade slaves or overseers to hunt runaways. It was not hard to 
understand why Harry and Sam, two Barnwell District, South 
Carolina runaways, remained at large for such a lengthy period, 
despite having been seen by slaves and whites in the area. Both 
were in their late twenties, athletic and strong, with scars on their 
faces; both carried a pistol and shotgun, and one flaunted an ivory- 
handled dagger.*° 


Despite the possible danger and disruption to the work routine, 
on plantations with absentee owners or in remote backcountry 
sections, it was often necessary for the white man in charge to 
pursue runaways. Owned by David Weeks, Grand Cote Plantation 
remained in the family following his death in 1834, but the problems 
of capturing slaves in the bayou-laced sugar region of the Attakapas 
remained much the same as in previous years. Plantation manager 
John Merriman explained in 1839: 


| have not been able to Ketch that Boy as Yet | saw his sign 
today and find that he can run yet So | think he is not hurt Very 
Bad | will try to find his hiding places between this and Sunday 
and on that day | will drive the Island and try to take him. 


In 1840 Merriman again told of a slave, Linzy, who had taken to the 
woods with his wife and child. This time he did not have time to go in 
pursuit, but recommended a “drive” through suspected hideouts.*’ 


Sometimes slave owners themselves went in pursuit of 
runaways. This often occurred with farmers and small planters, who 
could not afford to hire either slave catchers, plantation managers, or 
overseers. The loss of a few slaves might cause severe financial 
difficulty, even spell economic disaster if the owner had mortgaged 
his chattel. Such was obviously the case for a group of Clarke 
County, Virginia, slaveholders who pursued their runaways across 
the state line to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. While in the North, they 
not only failed to retrieve their property, but were indicted in 
Pennsylvania for “an alleged assault, tho on trial they were acquitted, 
yet the Court undertook to saddle them with the Costs of the 
prosecution!”48 

Owners who did set out in pursuit of their property often did so 
with a grim determination matched only by the most fervent slave 
catchers. In 1817, George Hale, a farmer in Loudoun County, 
Virginia, for instance, went out after his slave. He journeyed west to 
Winchester and across the mountains to Sinclairsville, Wheeling, 
Greensburg, and finally to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, asking 
questions and posting reward notices along the way. Another small 
slaveholder, William Pickett of Louisville, displayed similar 
perseverance after discovering that his three black women were 
missing. He followed them across the Ohio River to Jeffersonville, 
Indiana, and found that they had boarded the steamboat Charleston 
for Cincinnati. As he later wrote, “advertising, hunting & Indeavoring 


to reclaim” them, he journeyed up river to Cincinnati and searched 
out the captain of the steamboat. There he discovered that the 
captain was “in the habit” of taking “Negroes on board his boat at 
any time from the Indiana Shore without Inquiring about them.”49 


Neither owner was successful in reclaiming his property, but they 
were not alone among masters who expended substantial time and 
effort to retrieve their fugitives. In January 1856, David L. Gray set 
out from Lynchburg. Virginia, for his farm in Fluvanna County, 
leading his slave Berry, who had been jailed as a runaway. On their 
way home, however, Berry again escaped. Gray searched frantically 
but could not find a trace of his slave. He learned a year later “that a 
boy answering the above description had been lodged in the 
Petersburg jail.” Gray immediately went to investigate. Shortly before 
the owner arrived, however, Berry, who called himself Ned Ligon, 
escaped for a third time. He “says he is free, and possibly may have 
free papers,” the frustrated owner wrote. He speculated that Berry 
could be in Charles City County with his wife or in Portsmouth with a 
white man pretending to be his owner.°° 


Alabama owner Stewart Carter was also determined to retrieve 
his slave and set out himself almost immediately after the slave’s 
escape. When he learned that Essex, a slave about forty-five or fifty, 
balding, and slow of speech, was leaving the state, he crossed the 
Tennessee River and headed north. The master remained on the 
slave’s trail day and night until finally on 11 July 1838, he overtook 
him at the residence of James Bosley at Robertson’s Bend, a few 
miles south of Nashville. They had covered more than 110 miles in 
six days and both were exhausted. The owner found comfort in 
having retrieved his property, but later that night Essex escaped and 
this time eluded his captor. Fourteen months later, the slave was still 
at large, and the owner was still offering a reward for his return.*' 


The efforts of George Hale, William Pickett, David Gray, and 
Stewart Carter to retrieve their lost property ended in failure, but their 


treks underscored the importance slave owners with only a few 
slaves attached to finding runaways. The remarkable time and 
expense devoted by Jacob Duckworth, of Covington County, 
Mississippi, was not to retrieve one of his own slaves, but rather one 
owned by a neighbor. The neighbor’s slave had killed one of his 
prime hands and run away. Duckworth tracked the murderer into the 
Choctaw Indian Nation, then back into Mississippi, and eventually 
into Louisiana, finally catching up with him in East Baton Rouge 
Parish. It took him seven months before he was able to begin to 
bring the slave back into Mississippi. He estimated his “labor and 
traveling” costs at $214.50, excluding the $14.75 that he paid to 
lodge the runaway in a local jail for thirty-seven days while 
extradition papers were being sought from the governor of Louisiana. 
In the end, the $210.25 allotted him by the Mississippi legislature did 
not even meet his expenses, much less the many months it took to 
bring the fugitive to trial, or the loss of his own murdered slave.°? 


Most masters had neither the time nor the inclination to spend 
seven months stalking another man’s slave. But when they did, they 
often did so with fanatical resolve. There were economic 
considerations that prompted their extreme response, but also, most 
of them lived and worked with their slaves. They were especially 
offended when slaves they trusted ran away. Sharing the large 
slaveholders’ belief that they were good masters, they became 
incensed when one of their “family,” as one slaveholder put it, left 
“without any unjust or injurious treatment.”°? When these masters set 
out, they remained on the trail until they were satisfied that their 
slaves were irretrievable or until they had made a capture. It was not 
uncommon for them to search for weeks and traverse hundreds of 
miles. What happened when they caught up with their slaves usually 
went unsaid in the record, but it is difficult to believe that they did not 
seek a harsh retribution for such “disloyalty.” 


Advertisements and Rewards 


Written and printed handbills offering rewards for runaway slaves 
were ubiquitous in the southern states. They could be found in 
“nearly every court-house, tavern, and post-office,” as one 
perceptive traveler said in 1856. Equally prevalent were runaway 
advertisements in newspapers. Indeed, it would have been difficult to 
travel any distance or read any newspaper, even in sections far 
removed from the great plantation regions, without being reminded 
that there were runaway slaves “lurking about.”°* 

Seeking the return of their property, masters (sometimes 
overseers) wrote out tens of thousands of these notices. They varied 
from a few lines to lengthy and detailed paragraphs. While there 
were things that masters did not know, the handbills and newspaper 
ads were in large measure accurate and objective in describing the 
demeanor, dress, speech, character, abilities, background, and 
possible destination of runaway slaves. It would not have benefited 
owners to include false information. Masters often included 
descriptions of special facial features, speech characteristics, 
intellectual qualities, color, gender, age, and other information, as 
well as how a slave might respond to whites. As one master said his 
slave was not only “quick spoken” but a “sharp looking fellow,” and 
another added his slave was not only “very smart” but “very 
plausible.”°° 

Generally brief and factual, the advertisements were remarkably 
free of racial stereotypes so prevalent during the nineteenth century. 
It is true that running away was so common and capture and return 
so frequent that, despite the pervasive nature of the runaway ads, 
those who were described in such a manner represented only a 
small segment of runaways. They may, therefore, have been among 
the most prized slaves. But whatever the reason, ironically, fugitive 
slaves were described by whites with more objectivity than any other 


group of slaves. They were handsome, intelligent, and articulate; 
they were artful, conniving, and subtle; they were deceptive, 
cunning, and ruthless. Masters were quick to point out “handsome” 
physical features among some of their slaves. They were described 
as “very black and fine looking,” “rather handsome than otherwise,” 
“very black” and possessing “handsome features,” “fine looking,” and 
having a “fine looking face.” The Jefferson Parish, Louisiana, slave 
Sampson, a steamboat hand, was described as “a good looking 
negro and very intelligent.” The New Orleans “American negro” Isaac 
was “large and strongly built,” with a handsome face and nonchalant 
air.°© 
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NEGRO WASHINGTON eloped from 
my farm, the 31st of October, living in St. Mary’s 
county, near Charlotte Hall Post Office. Said 
negro is about 19 years of age; yellow complex- 
iðn; much freckled; he has a scar over one of 
his eyebrows, which not recollected ; large coarse 
features; about five feet high; bulky made. Has 
taken with him several suits of clothing, both 
summer and winter; a snuff colored frock coat 
and pantaloons; a light colored short grey coat 
and pantaloons. His summer clothing, check 
domestic cotton, linen and domestic cotton shirts; 
bell crown furred hat, about half worn. He has 
been used to house work, from ten years of age. 
He was brought from the State of Tennessee 
about the month of May, and remained at Mr. 
Brown’s Hotel during that month. He may pos- 
sibly attempt to return to Winchester in Ten- 
nessee, where he lived for four or five years. 


GEORGE G.ASHCOM. 
November-8, 1825.. 


The quick response of Maryland farmer George G. Ashcom in 
printing and posting his broadside—three days—revealed how 
much he valued his nineteen-year-old “much freckled” house 
servant Washington. 


There were standard forms: for example, “Negro wench” was 
often used in the early period, but even when this phrase was 
coupled with comments about the slave’s economic value, the 


advertisements were largely objective. The “Negro Wench named 
Beck” escaped from her owner’s plantation near Georgetown, South 
Carolina, in 1826. “She is a remarkably prime and good looking 
woman, about 5 feet 6 or 7 inches high, very black complexion, and 
extremely plausible in her speech.”°/ 


Sometimes it was clear that slaveholders admired their 
runaways. One Louisiana master described his mulatto man Robert, 
age about thirty, in glowing terms: he was “a very good looking man, 
very intelligent and active, speaks good English a little French, but 
understands it very well.” He could read and write, and would 
probably attempt to pass as a free man; he was well known “as 
being every day by the market.” The well-dressed Charlotte, who 
spoke three languages—English, French, and Spanish—was “very 
intelligent.” Not only did the description of Ursin, a small black boy 
who served as a body servant to a Louisiana planter, lack derogatory 
racial overtones, but it was filled with admiration and affection. He 
was a small boy, about thirteen or fourteen years old, very slender, 
with black skin, large eyes, long eyelids—bushy eyebrows, and a 
great deal of down on his upper lip. He was remarkably active, quick 
in his motions, enjoyed superior intelligence, and was “known in 
almost every parish of the state, where he always accompanied the 
subscriber on different trips.” A similar portrait was drawn of Henry, a 
Negro boy about eleven or twelve years old. He was tall and slender, 
had smooth black skin, a full round face, and an “open pleasing 
countenance.” He was “very intelligent.”°° 


Masters often described their runaways as intelligent. The New 
Orleans slave Grace, or Gracy, who spoke French and English, was 
“very intelligent and may probably attempt to pass herself off as 
free.” The Mulatto créole Sylvestre, about sixteen, had a “sprightly 
countenance” and was “very intelligent.” A black man from Norfolk, 
Virginia, sold in New Orleans, was said to be smart and literate. The 
seventeen-year-old mulatto slave Richard was described by his 


owner, Dr. William D. Gourdin of St. John’s Parish, South Carolina, 
in glowing terms: “very good looking,” “very plausible,” and “is smart, 
and can turn his hand to almost anything.” “I think he can read and 
write,” one New Orleans master said of Abraham, who was between 
twenty-four and twenty-seven years of age. “He is slender, lively, of 
a fine face and very black.” The thirteen-year-old Charleston slave 
Charles was a “smart, active good looking Black Boy.” A King 
William County, Virginia, man described his ward’s slave as a very 
“good looking and intelligent Negro.”°? 


For slaves who possessed special skills or were especially 
clever, active, handsome, and articulate, masters often offered 
substantial rewards. For a runaway married couple from Hinds 
County, Mississippi, the owner promised $100 each for the husband 
and wife if lodged in any jail within the state, and if brought to him at 
Baldwin’s Ferry from out-of-state, “all expenses will be paid, besides 
reasonable compensation in addition to the above reward.” “I have 
reason to believe that the said Negro is harbored in my 
neighborhood, and if any person or persons will give me information 
of the same, he or they shall be liberally rewarded,” J. J. Frierson, a 
planter on the Santee River, in South Carolina, wrote. He offered 
$100 for the apprehension and delivery of his slave Solomon to his 
plantation, $25 for proof of his being harbored by a white person, 
and $150 for “proof his being taken out of the State by any white or 
free persons.”©° 


“$250 REWARD, For the apprehension and confinement in Jail of 
my negro man ISHAM, so that | get him again,” Samuel Ragland wrote 
from his plantation in Madison County, Alabama, to the editor of a 
Nashville newspaper. The reward was for any out-of-state capture; in 
Alabama, the owner promised $100. Isham was not only a 
blacksmith, but a man of many talents; he was about thirty-five years 
old and had a scar on his chest. The reward was so large because 
Isham had absconded on a previous occasion, two years before. At 


present, the owner confided, Isham had been at large six months. 

Ragland thought he would probably head into Tennessee because 
on his previous escape he had been captured in Columbia, Maury 
County.®' 

Like Ragland, other owners promised additional rewards for out- 
of-state capture or raised the amount when the original offering did 
not bring results. The owner of two mulatto slaves who absconded 
from the west side of the Mississippi River near New Orleans offered 
a $25 reward during the summer of 1832, but in mid-September 
raised it to $100. The master of Harriet, an eighteen-year-old hired 
hand, doubled the reward when she could not be found after several 
months. Seeking the return of “a yellow slave girl,” a New Orleans 
owner increased her reward threefold when the girl was not 
discovered after some time. A Lafayette, Louisiana, woman said she 
would pay $35 for the return of her fifteen-year-old personal servant, 
who had a “downcast but at the same time roguish look.” When she 
learned that Caroline, the slave in question, was going to see her 
mother in Huntsville, Alabama, the owner increased the offer to 
$150. At first, in March 1826, C. H. Tunis, a Charleston slaveholder, 
offered $20 for the return of Henry. A month later, after advertising in 
the Columbia State Gazette and the Camden Gazette, he increased 
it to $50. A plantation owner in St. John the Baptist Parish offered 
$50 for Jim—*“(he calls himself JAMES CHRISTIAN,)’—who had a 
pleasing countenance, was “quick and intelligent,” read and wrote 
script very well, and understood mathematics, but if taken out of the 
state, he offered $100.82 


One of the most remarkable cases of this sort involved Joseph 
Allen, a planter in Goochland County, Virginia, who described his 
“Negro Man named WALLIS SMITH,” as tall, slim, “darkbrown or 
gingerbread color,” and about twenty-five years of age. He was 
slightly bowlegged, Allen said, and stammered a bit when nervous. 
The owner offered $20 if Smith were brought to him from farther than 


twenty miles away. When the notice went unheeded, he raised the 
reward to $50, then to $150, and finally, when after more than a year 
had passed, to $200, ten times the original reward. Still, Wallis Smith 
remained at large twenty months later.®° 


Owners also raised the amount when they learned that someone 
might be harboring their slave. The white man who owned a young 
black woman who sold cakes on Old Levee in New Orleans was 
typical in raising his initial offer. He would pay $20 if the woman were 
captured and would add another $8 “to the person who will make 
known to the subscriber, the person who conceals said wench, in 
order to have him prosecuted according to law.” The hostility of 
owners who thought some white persons were hiding or “tampering” 
with their property was great, and a number of those who increased 
rewards also promised to prosecute those harboring runaways to the 
utmost limit of the law. When the possibility of slave stealing entered 
the picture, the rewards were often substantially increased. Speaking 
of one recently purchased family of six slaves, a South Carolina 
owner said anyone who “can carefully bring them to me, will be paid 
the above reward, and all reasonable expenses.” The “above 
reward” was $10. A few days later, he learned that the family had 
been lured away by whites and had gone to another plantation. Now, 
“$100 will be given to any person or persons who will prove on 
conviction that they have been seduced away and harboured by 
white persons.”©4 

On occasion, conflicts arose between masters and slave catchers 
about reward payments. In 1817, Edward Cowart of Screven County, 
Georgia, captured and carried John King’s slave Harry back to the 
owner and asked for the advertised $20 reward, plus $2.25 he had 
advanced the owner. King responded by saying that he had offered 
no such reward, that his slave went to Cowart “and solicited him to 
come home with him” as a protection from being whipped, and that 
Cowart had given the slave credit for $2.25 and then charged the 


owner. Despite the owner’s protestations, a jury awarded Cowart the 
amount he sought.® 


Although most owners did not renege on reward payments— 
indeed sheriffs and justices of the peace usually did not release 
runaways from jail until expenses had been paid—neither did they 
offer sizeable rewards. In the Runaway Slave Database (RSDB) 
(see appendix 7) owners placed notices for the return of 695 slaves 
in five states during the early period (1790-1816); they offered no 
reward for 166, or nearly 24 percent, of the runaways. In the later 
period (1838-60), they offered no reward for 282, or 21 percent of 
the total 1,316 advertised. The numbers and percentages varied 
from state to state, with higher proportions of slaves advertised with 
rewards in Virginia than South Carolina, but a significant minority did 
not offer any remuneration for the return of their slaves. In addition, 
owners who did offer rewards were willing to promise only modest 
amounts: in the early period, only 13, or 2 percent, and in the later 
period, only 80, or 6 percent, of the slaves advertised offered a 
reward of $50 or more. 


In 1828, for example, a South Carolina planter offered $10 and 
“all reasonable charges” for the “apprehension and delivery” of John, 
an excellent cooper and carpenter. John was in good health, “well 
made but slim.” A Charleston resident in 1823 offered $3 to any 
person “who will immediately commit to the Work-house, my young 
Negro Fellow Joe. He is well known as one of the Oarsmen in the 
Printers boat; he is thin, and has a defect in one of his eyes.” The 
owners of an iron and brass foundry in Davidson County, 
Tennessee, noted in 1839 that their slave apprentice Willis Johnson 
had been absent for nine months. “A reward of One Dollar will be 
given for the apprehension and delivery of said Johnson,” the 
owners said, “but no charges paid.”©° 


The reward structure was based in part on the owner’s 
confidence of success. When they felt there was a good chance a 


runaway would be quickly apprehended and returned, they usually 
offered modest rewards, even for highly skilled slaves. When they 
had reason to believe a runaway might leave the county or state, 
they offered larger rewards. Among slaveholders who advertised in 
the Alexandria Advertiser and Commercial Intelligencer between 
1801 and 1804, for example, the average reward was only $17. They 
placed 123 advertisements for 142 runaways. Only 6 offered as 
much as $50. They all believed their slaves had either left the South, 
were planning to do so, or could easily find employment in a distant 
location. Only one offered a reward of $100. William Smit, of York 
District, South Carolina, said his “handsome” sixteen—or seventeen- 
year-old “mulatto boy” was passing as a free person and probably 
possessed counterfeit freedom papers. The boy had feigned being a 
“French barber” and had found employment as a “waitingman’” for a 
gentleman traveling northeast. When last “heard of’ the unnamed 
runaway was riding a horse alongside the gentleman’s two-wheeled 
Carriage on a road outside Salisbury, North Carolina, heading for 
Richmond or Baltimore.®” 


Even in New Orleans, during the late 1820s and 1830s, as the 
prices for slaves spiraled upward, the rewards remained small. For 
the twenty-five-year-old runaway named Samuel, the owner offered 
only $5 to anyone who would lodge him “in one of the jails of the 
state.” For the two escaped field hands from St. Charles Parish, the 
owner promised that “Ten dollars reward will be given to the person 
who shall lodge them in jail.” The owner of the hairdresser Caroline, 
who lived in New Orleans, offered $3 to anyone who arrested her 
and committed her to jail. Five dollars was offered in 1830 for the 
capture and jailing of the “American Negro JOHN,” eighteen years old, 
coal black, speaking French and English, and working as a steward 
both in the city of New Orleans and on steamboats. Ten dollars was 
offered for the mulatto Robert, who went to the market and did other 
errands for his owner in New Orleans.®® 


The average reward for returning runaways in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries was about $15 and in South Carolina 
it was only about $10. This average included those who did not offer 
any rewards. Even with the substantial increase in the price of slaves 
in subsequent years, reward averages did not increase 
proportionally. The averages during the later period ranged from $19 
in South Carolina to $32 in Virginia. Even in Virginia during the 
1850s, fewer than 10 percent of those who offered a reward said 
they were willing to pay $50 or more. In both periods, rewards were 
generally higher for men than women, for older than younger, and for 
mulattoes than blacks. Offerings for slaves in their twenties and 
thirties and persons of mixed origin were about 50 percent greater 
than for teenagers and blacks. The rewards advertised for African- 
born runaways were about half those for creoles or those born on 
American soil, and rewards for skilled runaways were nearly twice as 
much as for unskilled. Those who were valued the highest were 
literate runaways who were thought to have written their own 
passes. 


Comparing average rewards with average prices of slaves 
reveals that generally owners offered 5 percent or less of the value 
of the runaway as a reward. In Virginia in 1800, the average prime 
field hand was selling for $350, while the average runaway reward 
was $18, or 5 percent of the sale price. Of course, it was not 
necessarily “prime” hands who absconded, but neither did the mean 
prices include the highly valued city slaves who joined the runaway 
army. Even excluding those who did not offer rewards—bringing the 
average up—and considering a range of prices for runaways, the 
fact remains that owners generally offered extremely modest 
rewards. Indeed, as the prices of slaves rose, the average rewards 
actually declined in relation to what slaves were bringing on the 
auction block. 


Table 2 
Average Rewards Offered for Slaves Advertised in Five States, Early 
(1790-1816) and Late (1838-1860) Periods 


Number Number Offering Average 
Advertised Reward Reward ($) 

State Early Late Early Late Early Late 
Virginia 95 195 84 162 18 32 
North Carolina 100 132 77 113 14 27 
Tennessee 138 168 116 121 20 23 
South Carolina 240 458 157 298 9 19 
Louisiana 122 363 95 340 17 28 
695 1,316 529 1,034 15 25 


Source: RSDB. See appendix 7. Averages include slaves for whom no rewards were 
offered, but do not include adjustments for increases over original offers. 


That this was the case tells us a great deal about the hunters and 
the hunted in the slave system. Rewards declined over time in 
relation to the value of slaves because owners were able to rely on 
an increasingly sophisticated system for recovering their property. 
The number of advertisements for runaways rose dramatically during 
the 1840s and 1850s. Meanwhile, one gets the clear impression that 
the number of runaways for whom there was no advertisement rose 
even more. Absconders were so common that it was indeed 
impossible to advertise for even a small percentage of those who 
made off. Owners had to consider legal costs, transportation 
charges, and jail fees in addition to a reward. Newspapers were 
often in distant towns and cities, and the trail could be cold by the 
time an advertisement appeared. Considering the various means at 
their disposal for recovering runaways—patrols, slave catchers, 
hiring agents, communication with other planters, black spies, white 
reward seekers—it is not surprising that masters offered modest 
rewards. 


In addition, most states required that a small reward be paid to 
the person who recovered a runaway. In North Carolina, an 1819 
statute compelled jailers to pay $5 to anyone who captured a 
runaway from another county. The money was to be “taxed by the 
jailor’ against the owner and collected with the prison fees. 
Tennessee also required the owner to pay the “taker up” of a 
runaway $5 if captured in state, and $25 if out of state. In Mississippi 
the amount was $6 in state with the admonition that persons who 
caught runaways were required by law to turn them over to the 
owner, agent, overseer, or jailer. Although Virginia also offered a 
small reward for the return of runaways, the state promised $50 for 
slaves captured in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Indiana and $125 in New 
York, New England, and the British provinces, plus twenty cents per 
mile travel allowance.® Thus, the reward structure for slaves thought 
to have made it to freedom reflected the market value of the slave to 
a far greater extent than the rewards offered for the vast majority of 
runaways who, it was believed, would be caught and returned within 
a few weeks. 


Incarceration 


Runaways who were not caught or did not surrender on their own 
were often captured and taken to the nearest jail. Each county seat 
had its jailhouse, usually near the courthouse. In cities, there were 
usually several public and private jails for holding slaves prior to sale 
and shipment. The private jails, called “pens,” were sometimes clean 
and sanitary, but public jails were often dank, foul smelling, and 
filthy. Some jails proved to be death bins for runaways who refused 
to divulge the names of their owners. One anonymous runaway 
jailed in Kershaw District, South Carolina, steadfastly refused to 
divulge the identity of his master. The jailer asserted that “every 
exertion was made to discover the true owner of the said fellow, that 


letters were Written to those to whom he stated he belonged and 
that to some of those letters answers were Returned denying any 
Knowledge of the said fellow—that the usual and legal 
advertisements were inserted in the Camden Gazette, but no one 
appeared to claim the said fellow.” Locked in a tiny, vermin-ridden 
cell—stiflingly hot in summer and icy cold in winter—the slave grew 
progressively weaker. In June 1819, after 170 days, he died. Staying 
in the same jail slightly longer—176 days—Jim also refused to give 
information about himself except that he came from Georgia. In 
March 1822, he, too, died.’° 

Captured and jailed runaways who refused to reveal their owner’s 
identity faced an uncertain future. Not only might they end up like the 
two men jailed in Kershaw District, South Carolina, but they were 
certain to remain in jail many months, sometimes a year or more, 
before being sold to pay expenses. Arrested in Chesterfield County, 
Virginia, in 1816, Hannibal lied about his place of origin. Although 
advertisements appeared in the Richmond Enquirer, no one claimed 
him, and after sixteen months, he was sold to a slave trader heading 
west. On his way, the trader stopped in Prince Edward County, and 
Hannibal confessed that he belonged to a store owner in Amelia 
County, but it was too late. The trader moved on with him to 
Nashville, then headed southwest toward Natchez and New 
Orleans.’' 

Their refusal to return to their owners reveals the depth of despair 
of some slaves, many preferring to bide their time awaiting an 
opportunity to escape. In the early years, jails were often crudely 
built, sometimes with dirt floors, wooden windows, flimsy doors, and 
no guards during the night. To free his friend in Vicksburg in 1819, 
an outlying slave sneaked up to the Warren County jail several 
nights in a row “with an augur and other implements and did brake 
open the Doors of the Jail.” Both slaves were caught, and the visitor 
had his ears cropped and received thirty-nine lashes. Two jailed 


runaways in Monroe County, Mississippi, fared better. According to 
the sheriff they “got out and made their escape so that they could not 
be got.” The jail was “wholly insufficient to answer the ends of public 
justice.” Much the same could be said for many other county facilities 
in the west.’2 

Even when jails were more solidly constructed, ingenious slaves 
found ways to escape. Two Amherst County, Virginia, slaves dug 
their way to freedom. “In the construction of the room set apart for 
such prisoners,” the jailer testified, “there was a deep sink dug out in 
the floor to be used for the purposes of a necessary.” Ned and 
another runaway “got into this sink and by some means still unknown 
to any persons worked a hole under the Wall of the Jail and up to the 
surface of the ground on the outer side thereof.” In 1854, shortly 
after being imprisoned in the Middlesex County jail, John burned the 
hinges off the jailhouse door and made his escape. A witness said 
that “the Jail was burning, the front door was Standing a little open, 
the roof was on fire, near the center.” John had covered the windows 
with a quilt and straw mattress, used a burning stick from the stove 
to ignite the facings next to the hinges on the door, and escaped 
either by prying the back of the door open or climbing through a 
large hole in the burning roof.’? 

With its high brick walls and huge iron gate, Lynch’s yard in St. 
Louis seemed virtually escapeproof. On Christmas night 1854, the 
slave Aaron, placed in the yard by the son of his owner because they 
believed he was plotting an escape, proved them right. Aaron neither 
scaled the wall nor assaulted the gatekeeper. He merely convinced a 
trusted fellow bondsman, who had been given the key to the front 
gate, to run away with him. Lynch “had entrusted the key of the yard 
to a slave he had bought sometime previous,” the son of Aaron’s 
owner testified, 4 


his negro came to him (Lynch) about dusk in the evening & gave 
him a Key which Lynch thought was as usual the Key of the yard, 
he put it in his pocket and sometime after when he found that his 
own negro & the Plaintiff's had escaped together he found it was 
not the key of the yard. 


In Charleston during the 1830s, escapes became so frequent that 
the city fathers passed an ordinance in 1839 to reorganize the 
workhouse. The statute provided for the establishment of a public 
market for the sale of slaves, stipulated that the master be required 
to admit and confine any slaves “delivered into his charge” and 
provided compensation to owners for blacks who broke out of jail. 
Not only would the owner be allowed “such damages as the owner of 
such Slave shall sustain by reason of his escape”—that is, for hiring 
slave catchers, sending agents, jail fees—but “also for the value of 
such Slave if the same be not apprehended within three months from 
the time of his or her escaping.” Despite the law, breakouts 
continued and grew increasingly violent. When John, a slave owned 
by A. V. Toomer, escaped in 1849, he “grievously wounded” three 
white men before he was finally captured and executed.’° 


Runaways and other rebellious slaves were often taken to the 
Charleston Work House for punishment. Early in the nineteenth 
century, Angelina Grimké, at age seven, heard their cries as she 
passed along the street. By the 1840s, city fathers decided to build 
a new structure, one that would better prevent escapes. Erected in 
1850-51, at a cost of $35,000, the fortress-like building pictured 
here made it much more difficult for runaways and others to break 
out. 


As the runaway traffic increased along the lower Mississippi 
River, the jails in New Orleans, Baton Rouge, Natchez, and 
Vicksburg became so overcrowded and unhealthy that slave owners 
complained to public authorities. In some cases, the owners said, 
their slaves suffered greatly during the months they were 
incarcerated. Even when owners received prompt notification, 
runaways languished in the small, cramped jails. In 1829, the 
Mississippi legislature passed a special act permitting runaways 
jailed in Vicksburg to receive daily exercise by cleaning and repairing 
the streets. They would work, the law said, in chain gangs. By the 


1840s, the rapidly growing trade center of Memphis was 
experiencing the same difficulties. On any given day, a group of 
residents asserted, eight or ten runaways were crowded into a few 
small, unhealthy cells. There were more runaways arriving in the city 
than at any other location in Tennessee. In 1841, Memphis leaders, 
too, asked the state legislature to pass a law permitting them to take 
jailed slaves outdoors to work in chain gangs. ’© 


Most incarcerated runaways, of course, did not face death, 
escape, or the chain gang. They were simply returned to their 
owners. The system that sent slaves back to their owners grew and 
expanded over the years as the number of patrollers increased, new 
jails were constructed, revised state and local laws were passed, 
and rewards were increased. James Knox was part of this system. A 
landless white, he received small rewards for hunting down 
runaways. Whatever the amount of the reward, however, his 
tenacious pursuit of Big Sandy went beyond profit. He, like Sandy’s 
owner, was determined to keep order, maintain discipline, and curb 
resistance. The desperate struggle in the gully in East Baton Rouge 
Parish, Louisiana, in 1856 represented more than the confrontation 
between slave catcher and slave; it symbolized the struggle within 
slavery itself, a struggle involving hunters and the hunted. ’’ 
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8 
Backward into Bondage 


“YOUR PETITIONER SHEWETH UNTO YOUR HONOUR, that he has been 
confined in jail without any just cause for Six long and weary 
months,” Connecticut free black Abraham Carpenter said from his 
jail cell in New Bern, North Carolina. In April 1829, he had shipped 
out of New York City on the schooner Fox carrying a cargo of lime 
for a fort being built at Beaufort, North Carolina. Upon arrival, he had 
left the crew and traveled up the Neuse River to Craven County, but 
in August he was arrested and jailed as a fugitive slave. 
Advertisements were placed in newspapers and letters sent out 
describing Carpenter “and calling upon any person who claimed him 
as a Slave to come forward and shew their title to him.” Yet no 
claimant appeared “nor has any evidence been obtained tending to 
shew that your Petitioner is a slave.” Whatever his faults in the past, 
Carpenter pleaded, he was a free man, born of free parents, in a free 
state. Being so far from home, he feared he might never see “the 
face of any friend” who could vouch for his freedom." 


As it turned out, Carpenter was fortunate to have a loyal father 
who, despite his son’s rebellious behavior and running away to sea, 
quickly came to Abraham’s defense once he heard of his 
predicament. Sixty years old, Isaac Carpenter had struggled a 
lifetime to raise and care for his family. His son had been flogged at 
the public whipping post for theft (ten lashes) and, at age twenty, had 
run away from home. Meanwhile, Isaac remained an honest, 


hardworking, longtime resident of Greenwich, Connecticut, well 
known and well liked by the white residents. 


When the father finally received word—in the form of a letter from 
the postmaster of New Bern to the postmaster of Stamford, 
Connecticut—in mid-February 1830 that his son might be sold as a 
slave, he immediately went to see Ard Reynolds, a white man whom 
he had known for many years, and asked him to write a letter in his 
son’s behalf. Abraham was “a free man and a bad man,” Reynolds 
said, “but notwithstanding his bad conduct | feel it my duty as an act 
of humanity to give this information to you that he may not be sold as 
a Slave.” This letter and the other evidence convinced the authorities 
in North Carolina that Abraham, whom they had kept in jail for seven 
months, was indeed a free person. In March 1830, he was ordered 
to be released. 

Some others were not so fortunate. The economic, political, and 
societal pressures pushing free persons of color back into slavery 
were enormous. Most lived on the margins of the southern economy, 
especially in the Upper South, with its large free black population, 
working as laborers, ditchdiggers, woodchoppers, dockhands, 
servants, porters, seamstresses, laundresses, carters, and at other 
humble tasks. Without property, and with strong prejudices against 
them, they were vulnerable to kidnappers and traders who sought a 
profit in human flesh. Even those who had acquired farmland or city 
property were not immune from being picked up and jailed if they 
attempted to travel from one location to another. Some states 
prohibited their entrance on penalty of being sold. In other states 
they could be easily picked up as runaway slaves. Even free colored 
people who acquired large plantations, owned slaves, boasted white 
“protectors,” and accepted the credo of the slaveholding class were 
sometimes mistaken for slaves.’ 

The tenuous position of free blacks in the South meant that those 
who had gained their freedom were forced to maintain constant 


vigilance against being thrust back into bondage. They remained 
cautious about traveling, circumspect in their dealings with whites, 
and sometimes even wary about their relationship with slaves. They 
sought to maintain cordial relations with whites who could vouch for 
them and they worked to fashion their own community and family 
networks for protection.* 


Some were not successful, as free blacks were arrested, jailed, 
advertised, and sold as runaway slaves. They were transported to 
the deep South and placed on remote plantations. Deprived of their 
freedom, they sometimes toiled for years. Some ran away after 
being taken up; others ran away from their new owners. The number 
of kidnapped and falsely arrested free blacks will never be known, of 
course, but it was not an uncommon practice. Even some members 
of the slaveholding aristocracy lamented such kidnappings, although 
they were far more vociferous about the theft of slaves. 


Taken up as Runaways 


Free blacks were arrested and jailed as runaways on numerous 
occasions. Often illiterate, without papers, and at the mercy of 
whites, they found it difficult to prove that they were free men and 
women. In addition, the general assumption was that blacks were 
slaves until they could prove otherwise. As one justice of the peace 
said in his order to the District of Columbia jailer in 1857: “whereas 
the said Matilda hath adduced before me no evidence that she is not 
a runaway you are therefore hereby commanded to receive the said 
Matilda into your Jail & custody, and her safe keep, untill She Shall 
be discharged by due course of law.” In Matilda Smith’s case the 
warrant for her arrest “as a fugitive from labor” was issued by her 
former master who had sold her to the southern market, although 
she had been legally manumitted.° 


If someone like Matilda Smith, who lived and worked in the same 
city where she was arrested, could be sold, it was no wonder that 
many free blacks felt apprehensive when traveling to visit family and 
friends. In fact, any black person could be stopped and interrogated 
by any white person. Free blacks were required to produce their 
“papers’—a copy of an emancipation deed or county court decree. In 
most cities, authorities were on the lookout for suspected runaways. 
In Richmond, Virginia, for instance, a dignified North Carolina free 
black, wearing a tweed coat and Glasgow pants, was taken up by 
authorities as a runaway. It was then that he discovered he had 
misplaced his freedom papers. He pleaded with his captors to write 
anyone in Weldon, North Carolina, and they would confirm his 
status, but the jailer had neither the time nor the inclination to write 
such a letter. “The owner, if there be any, is politely requested to 
come forward, prove property, pay charges and take him away,” an 
advertisement in the Richmond Enquirer read, “or he will be dealt 
with as the law directs.” The law directed that he be kept in jail a 
year and sold at auction. 


Indeed, there were constant arrests of a similar nature in various 
parts of the South, as free blacks were jailed despite professions of 
freedom. In 1816, William Delany and James Delany were arrested 
in Livingston County, Kentucky. They “say they are free,” but were 
claimed by a Mr. McGee, who lived on Thompson's Creek, sixty 
miles below Natchez, Mississippi. “They are of yellow complexion,” 
the jailer said, “and can read and write.” “DETAINED—at the Jail of the 
Parish of St. John Baptiste, a MULATTO,” read another notice, “who 
pretends that he is free.” The detained man, Glober Brown, said that 
his papers were in the possession of a man who lived in New 
Orleans. Free black Harry Singer was jailed in Wilkinson County, 
Mississippi, in 1822 as a runaway and, as required by law, sold at a 
sheriffs auction when no one claimed him as their property. Singer, 
however, was more fortunate than many, and even after the sale, he 


was somehow able to bring his case before the local court. In the 
end, he established his status as a freeman.’ 


At other times, free persons of color were caught in crackdowns 
on suspected runaways. These occurred periodically in most towns 
and cities and in many rural communities, especially along the 
border with the North or at ports on the periphery of the South. In 
Norfolk, Wilmington, Charleston, Savannah, Mobile, New Orleans, 
Natchez, and Vicksburg, officials made periodic inspections of local 
hideouts, arresting blacks suspected of being fugitives. The same 
was true in Louisville; Greenup, Kentucky (a favorite crossing point 
for runaways); and the District of Columbia. In Washington County, 
Maryland—the county having the longest border in the state with 
Pennsylvania—sheriffs were especially diligent and alert. In mid- 
1855, the local sheriff arrested Thomas Rice and Hiram Good and 
advertised them as fugitives. They remained confined despite the 
fact that no claimants came forward. In December, after being 
imprisoned five months, they were released. A short time later, two 
other free blacks were jailed in the same county. They had been 
“wrongfully committed (as runaway slaves) to the County Jail— 
where they have been confined for the space of Sixty days,” free 
blacks William Patterson and Nathan Luckett asserted in a petition to 
the local court. They “are free men—é& have been free since their 
respective births,” they declared. Later, they, too, were released.® 


Even when they did obtain their freedom, free blacks who were 
arrested as fugitives usually remained incarcerated for months and 
sometimes a year or more. In September 1826, Eben Jones was 
committed to the Nelson County, Virginia, jail accused of being a 
runaway. Fourteen months later, when he was released, the court 
said only that his release did not preclude future claims that he was 
a slave. Another free black man, John Gibbs, spent two years in a 
Louisville, Kentucky, jail before being released. A short time later, he 
was arrested in Vicksburg, Mississippi. Gibbs asserted that he was 


“a free man and entitled to his liberty, that he knows of no one who 
claims him as a slave, that he was born a free man in Alexandria 
District of Columbia.” In the spring of 1837, traveling up the 
Mississippi River, barber George Stewart was arrested in Baton 
Rouge, Louisiana, as a fugitive slave. It took him nearly a year to 
obtain an affidavit from William Hutson, a “Licensed Intelligence” 
officer in New York City, saying that he had been born in that city “of 
free parents.” It also took John Pedro, arrested and confined in 
Vicksburg as a runaway slave in 1836, a full year to prove he was 
born of free parents in South America.’ While a year or two was 
unusual, three to six months in jail was commonplace for free blacks 
accused of being runaways. 


The effect such arrests and incarcerations had on free black 
families was often devastating. Free children were taken away from 
parents, husbands away from wives, parents away from children, 
and wives and children from husbands and fathers. Born and raised 
in Virginia, the free black Nancy was kidnapped and sold away from 
her family in Virginia, to Charleston, South Carolina, transported 
there by the famous slave trader Austin Woolfolk. Sold to Alexander 
Calder, a resident of Charleston, she was unable to return to Virginia 
and eventually married a black man in the city. In 1823, Nancy and 
her husband ran away. “She may, with the assistance of her 
husband,” her owner asserted, “endeavor to obtain free papers.” A 
Maryland free person of color named Beale purchased his wife and 
children from Edward and George Calvert, Jr., of Prince George’s 
County, over a period of years. By the 1820s, Beale had moved to 
the District of Columbia, found employment, rented a house, and 
lived comfortably with his wife and family. In 1826, however, the 
Calverts seized Beale’s wife and children, lodged them in jail, and 
arranged for their sale. Beale said he was suffering from great 
anguish and “dreadful apprehension.”'° 


When weighed against the possible profits that could be made 
from the sale of a free black family, such cries of anguish meant 
little. In 1824, the free-born daughter of an emancipated black 
woman was taken up by a slave trader, placed in the District of 
Columbia jail, and sold to a man from Tennessee or Kentucky. The 
panic-stricken mother sent a message to the Fairfax County, 
Virginia, court for proof of her status. “Agreeable to your request | 
have had a conversation with Mr. Joseph Sewell relative to yourself 
and childrens freedom,” came the reply; “he informs me you were 
free at the age of 25 and all your children were born free except the 
first Henry which will also be at liberty at age 25.” By then it was too 
late, and the daughter was gone. 11 


Family relationships could also be seen in the case of slaves 
belonging to Virginia planter Ann H. W. Harris, who stipulated in her 
will that three members of a black family—a mother and her two 
sons—should be freed and sent to Ohio. But Harris did not make 
arrangements for a fourth member of the family to go. Following 
Harris’s death, it took nearly seven years to settle the estate. Finally, 
in 1839, the slaves were manumitted and sent North. Three years 
later, one of the sons, Paten Harris, returned to Richmond, Virginia, 
to visit his sister, left behind in slavery. Upon his arrival, he was 
arrested as a runaway slave. Able to find whites who knew him, he 
was released, but on his way north through Stafford County, he was 
jailed again. Sending word back, Harris was rescued a second time. 
But when he was jailed a third time in the District of Columbia, he 
found it more difficult to prove his status. It was not until the summer 
of 1843, fifteen months after he had started out, that Harris as a free 
man resumed his journey back to Ohio. '2 


Sometimes even the most well-known free blacks were taken up 
as runaways. Patrick McNamara wrote from his jail cell in Frederick 
County, Virginia, that he had spent ten weeks in a filthy, dank, fetid 
room, arrested “on Suspicion of being a Run Away, which | am not.” 


In fact, he had served in the Revolutionary War, but the commander, 
who could have verified his status as a free man, had succumbed to 
severe wounds. Still, there were whites who knew he was “not a 
Servant.” Massachusetts native Ralph Gold, jailed as a slave, 
asserted that he had always been free, had served in the United 
States Navy, and possessed an honorable discharge. British subject 
William Richardson, a native of New Brunswick, protested that he 
was not, as had been “alledged and pretended,” a runaway slave. '* 


Among the most prominent free blacks arrested as a fugitive was 
Francis Datcher, property owner, War Department messenger, and 
well-known member of the District of Columbia’s black community. 
Jailed in 1839, Datcher called upon a number of whites to testify in 
his behalf. Even then, it took a great deal to convince a judge of the 
circuit court that he was indeed entitled to his freedom: “I am 
satisfied by the affidavits of Thomas Fillebrown, John P. Ingle and 
William S. Brent Esq, and by the production of an instrument of 
writing signed by one Wm H. Atchison, and one Andrew Rentch, 
dated 25 Decr 1831 with an endorsement thereon signed also by 
them, and witnessed by William Price Esq, dated on the ‘st of 
January 1834,” the judge said, “that Francis Datcher is not a 
runaway, but is a free man.”14 


As suggested by the Datcher case, free blacks taken up as 
slaves were almost completely dependent upon the testimony of 
whites to prove their status. Thus, even the most prominent and 
successful free men of color in the South sought to maintain cordial 
relations with slave owners and others who might be needed in time 
of crisis. Those recently emancipated, who differed little from their 
brethren in slavery in manners, dress, speech, and habits, usually 
remained in proximity to their former owners for protection. Even with 
freedom papers, those who could not quickly contact whites might 
face problems. Jamaican-born free black Samuel Bryan discovered 
this when he attempted to travel from New Orleans up the 


Mississippi River. In Vicksburg, Mississippi, he was arrested as a 
runaway slave. It was not until eleven months later that a white 
man’s testimony secured his release. A Tennessee free black 
named Andrew, arrested and held for several months in Mississippi, 
finally got word to a well-known white citizen of Nashville, Joseph 
Estell, about his predicament. Estell wrote authorities that he had 
known Andy’s grandmother, mother, and Andy for many years. The 
grandmother had purchased Andy’s mother and Andy and set them 
free. “You will confer a favor upon me, and do an act of justice to an 
injured negro boy who is free, and honest,” Estell wrote in 1837, “by 
giving your earliest attention to this request.”'® 


Another Tennessee free man of color, jailed in Mississippi, 
explained that he had been born of free parents. Richard Coleman 
had moved from Virginia, to South Carolina, to Hardin County, 
Tennessee, where he had a wife and child, he explained. He had 
traveled to Mississippi to find work. “[I] Knew Dick coleman in south 
carolina and he past thare as a freeman,” a white employer wrote; 
“[I] fetcht him to tennesee and he past thare as a freeman and | allso 
Doo beleave him to be a free man.” The letter did not sway the 
county officials, however. It was only after Coleman’s wife pleaded 
with John M. Clifton of Hardin County to travel to Vicksburg and 
testify that he had “Known him as a free man for the term of four or 
five years & that during the time & since my acquaintance with him” 
he had been a free man that Coleman was released, nearly one year 
after his arrest.'© 


In other sections of the South, responding to pleas of free blacks 
jailed as runaways, whites testified that “all the Boy has told you 
concerning himself is true he is free”; she had long “passed for a free 
woman”; “I know his mother and Father and | can say with a truth | 
know them to be free and him also”; he is “a free man of colour 20 


years old in April last’; “he is a free man, his mother Avey is at 
present in my employment and has been occasionally so for years 


back, she | Know to be free and was born free, so of course her son 
Jones must also be free.” Such testimony could mean the difference 
between slavery and freedom. About to be carried off by a slave 
trader, Caroline Butler got in touch with whites who acknowledged 
that for more than fifteen years they had “always understood that she 
was free.” Jailed as an absconding slave in the District of Columbia 
in 1833, free black William Thomas, who had three aliases, 
presented a unique defense. He solicited the testimony of Robert 
Kelly, a white resident of Baltimore, to verify that he was entitled to 
his freedom because his mother was a “free white woman.” Despite 
his having a black father, Kelly had never heard any statement that 
Thomas was not free." 


Even those who would not be intimidated and successfully 
challenged the system relied on white “protectors.” In 1844, free 
black barge man Caleb Ogleton, who lived on a boat that traded up 
and down the Potomac River between Knoxville, Maryland, and 
Georgetown, was jailed in Frederick County, Maryland. Ogleton was 
familiar with the law and applied for a writ of habeas corpus, arguing 
that he was not only free but “freeborn,” that his status was well 
known to a white man named John Gibson, and that he had been 
detained for more than ten days, in violation of the 1831 state law. 
The judge agreed and ordered the sheriff to discharge him from 
imprisonment. '® However well they knew the law, most free persons 
of color realized how important it was to maintain cordial relations 
with whites who would vouch for them when they were taken up as 
slaves. 


Free Black Runaways 


The reliance of free blacks on the testimony of whites was at best 
unpredictable, as was attempting to convince local authorities and 
county judges that they were, in fact, not slaves. In some areas of 


the South, the odds against regaining their freedom after being jailed 
as runaways were substantial. Numerous free blacks were arrested, 
jailed, advertised, and sold. One Louisiana black was advertised as 
“born at the north,” a South Carolina free black was jailed in 
Charleston and advertised as follows: his “friends in Columbia, if 
any” should come and identify him. It was clear that little effort would 
be made to verify whether or not these men and others were, in fact, 
entitled to their freedom. 19 


Free blacks charged with being slaves often fared little better 
than captured runaways. John Henry Doman, a free colored orphan, 
age sixteen, was taken up in Baltimore County in 1856 as a fugitive 
slave. Although he had an aunt living nearby, a local white man told 
the Orphans Court judge that “from idleness & bad company he is 
contracting bad habits, & is likely to become a nuisance to the 
neighbourhood where he resides, & a charge upon the county.” He 
had no visible means of support, no guardian, and had been “going 
about drinking.” The court apprenticed the young man to free black 
John Breckinridge for five years. During that time he would work as a 
farmhand and gardener; at age twenty-one, if he gave up his “bad 
habits,” Doman would be entitled to a suit of clothes or the 
“customary freedom dues.”2° 


As a result of experiences such as Doman had, a strange, 
incongruous group emerged: runaway free blacks. They absconded 
when they were under suspicion, during their incarceration, and after 
being sold. They, like their slave brethren, attempted to conceal 
themselves in towns and cities and were advertised in newspapers. 
Some of them were emancipated slaves who were being kept in 
bondage despite freedom, others were kidnapped free people of 
color escaping from slave traders, still others were running away 
from former owners who were seeking to reenslave them, and a few 
were escaping punishment after committing a crime. Representing 


only a small portion of the runaway population, runaway free blacks 
were nonetheless found in almost every section of the South.?' 


No sooner had Jinny, Milly, Lucky, Sally, “and some of their 
Children,” including Solomon, been emancipated by a slave owner in 
Virginia, and “adjudged to have been regularly emancipated and 
free” in Georgia, where they were living, than it became clear that 
they would be kept in slavery. Even after a verdict was rendered in 
their favor, they feared the worst and ran off, escaping from the 
sheriff of Jones County. They were later captured by the son of the 
man who had previously held them as slaves. Their white guardian, 
which they were required to have under Georgia law, was able to 
retrieve Jinny and Solomon, but the case remained silent about the 
eventual fate of Milly, Lucky, Sally, and the other children. It appears 
that they remained in bondage.22 


The events leading up to such incidents occurred over a period of 
many years and often involved betrayal by whites. One example was 
the industrious William Williams of the District of Columbia, who 
hired himself to Thomas C. Duvall about 1819 to earn enough 
money to purchase his wife and child, both of whom were owned by 
Thomas Berry. With Duvall “considerably indebted” to him for his 
services, Williams approached Berry in the fall of 1829 and asked to 
purchase his family. Berry agreed and set the price at $150, well 
below their market value. Williams then asked Duvall to make the 
purchase with the money that was owed to him, and Duvall went to 
Berry, paid him the amount agreed upon, and received a bill of sale. 
“Upon obtaining this bill of sale the said Duvall seized his said wife 
and child and had them lodged in the Jail of this County, claiming 
them as his property,” Williams agonized. Duvall proceeded “to sell 
them to foreign traders in Slaves, when his said wife apprehending 
that such was his purpose, refused to go with him, & Succeeded in 
making her escape.” For the next two years Williams, his wife, and 


their son, ages two to four, hid out in the city to avoid 
reenslavement.2° 


The wishes of slave owners as set forth in their last will and 
testaments were sometimes challenged by heirs if the owner 
emancipated a number of slaves. Heirs argued that slaves needed to 
be sold to pay debts of the estate, that the master was senile when 
he wrote his will, or that certain slaves had exerted undue influence 
on the owner. Illiterate bondspeople sometimes did not even know 
they had been freed, and when they did find out, it was often too late 
to thwart the designs of a white family seeking to obtain the money 
that might accrue to the devisees if the slaves were auctioned off. 
Occasionally, with the assistance of a lawyer who was willing to file 
suit without being paid, slaves were able to bring their cases before 
the court, but even then there was little chance that they would 
succeed. 


“| devise and bequeath as follows, Charles, Sylvester, William, 
Hanson, Albert, Washington, Laura and Henny, shall be free, and 
that my Executors ... remove them from the State of Maryland to the 
District of Columbia or some free State and make the necessary 
provisions out of my personal Estate for their comfortable support for 
the space of Twelve months from my death,” Henry H. Warring of 
Prince George’s County wrote in his last will and testament. When 
he died in 1854, his executors, Christopher C. Hyatt and Dionysius 
Sheriff, moved quickly to rescind the bequest. Learning this, the 
emancipated slaves ran away to the District of Columbia and 
“employed counsel to file their Petitions for Freedom.” In 1856, the 
executors advertised in the National Intelligencer for a return of 
“their” nine blacks (in the interim Laura had given birth to a boy 
named Richard), offering a $300 reward. Captured and jailed, the 
former slaves awaited their fate, fearing they would be sold out of the 
District and not be able “to secure or maintain their said right of 
Freedom.” They were correct. After hearing the evidence, William 


Merrick, circuit court judge, refused to issue an injunction against the 
executors.74 


Even when they understood their legal rights and lived in 
Louisiana, where the law was favorable for free persons of color, 
emancipated slaves might be reenslaved. In 1812, Rene Trudeau, a 
planter above New Orleans on the Mississippi River, emancipated 
his mulatto slave Robinette, probably his daughter by his slave 
Charlotte. Following Trudeau’s death, when Robinette tried to act as 
a free person, Trudeau’s son and heir to his estate ordered her 
arrested and imprisoned. Suing under a writ of habeas corpus, 
Robinette was released and afterwards won a civil action. But the 
son appealed to the state supreme court, which ruled that the 
emancipation was illegal because the slave was only twenty-four 
years old, not thirty or more as required by law. During the legal 
proceedings, the son kept Robinette either under surveillance or in 
jail, arguing that she awaited only an opportunity to “absent or secret 
herself with her children” and “embark on board of a vessel to sail to 
some part of the island of Cuba.”2° 


For free persons of color even to be accused of a criminal act 
might be a harbinger for reenslavement. As much as they sought to 
live quiet, unobtrusive, and unexceptional lives, it was sometimes not 
possible. Even the most industrious and unassuming among them 
were forced at times to confront the consequences of a false 
accusation. Such was the case for William Thomas of Richmond, 
Virginia, who was charged with stabbing a black man. “I knew 
William Thomas long and well and always considered him a most 
peaceable and obliging negro towards persons of his own condition,” 
a member of a group of whites supporting Thomas said. They 
described him as “a most submissive and faithful servant to his 
master.” Thomas had extricated himself from slavery and acquired a 
reputation among residents of Richmond during the 1820s as a 
person “most singularly esteemed for his honest and quiet 


character.” Everyone was shocked and surprised when Thomas was 
charged with attempted murder. They were even more surprised 
when Thomas jumped bail, ran away, and was not heard from 
again.2° 

Local residents in Fauquier County, Virginia, as well as members 
of his own family were equally surprised when free black mechanic 
Spencer Mavin and a slave owned by John Fant suddenly departed 
together for the North. Mavin’s father-in-law Samuel Johnston, a 
respected free mulatto property owner and farmer, explained how 
the community had been duped: Mavin was not the person of 
“unimpeachable character,” as everyone thought, Johnston admitted, 
but a black abolitionist circulating “Anti Slavery Papers.” He not only 
deserted his wife and child and “stole” a slave, but had made every 
effort “to array the Black against the whites with a view to the 
supremacy of the former.”2/ 


Sold as Slaves 


Perhaps no aspect of the runaway phenomenon produced more 
dramatic episodes or gave us a better picture of humans considered 
as property than the enslavement and sale of free blacks. One of the 
most remarkable chronicles in this regard is Twelve Years A Slave, 
Narrative of Solomon Northrup, a Citizen of New York, Kidnapped in 
Washington City in 1841, and Rescued in 1853, from a Cotton 
Plantation Near the Red River in Louisiana. But there were 
numerous other free blacks who were kidnapped, carried to a slave 
market, and auctioned off to the highest bidder. They were arrested, 
jailed, advertised, and sold as runaways. In most southern states, 
free blacks could be returned to slavery legally if they committed 
certain crimes, failed to pay their debts or taxes, remained in a state 
longer than a specified period after their emancipation (usually six to 
twelve months), or became a “burden” to the community. Twenty- 


seven black men in Prince Edward County, Virginia, for example, 
were listed on the county’s 1847 inventory of “free Negroes to be 
Sold for taxes,” including seven members of the Bartlett family—Joe, 
Henry Jr., Ben Sr., George, Samuel, Charles, and Jim.2° 


But they could also be cast back into bondage illegally, 
kidnapped in the North and taken to the plantations in the deep 
South or taken in the Upper South and transported with coffles of 
slaves to the lower states. Some were captured in various towns and 
cities and conveyed to the countryside or taken from rural areas to 
slave pens in towns and cities. There were penalties for illegally 
selling free people of color, but the profits could be substantial, and it 
was difficult for reenslaved free blacks to bring their cases to court. 
Consequently, like their brethren in slavery, reenslaved free blacks 
went on the run. 


“| was taken up bodily by a white man,” M. S. Fayman, a 
Louisiana free woman of color of French ancestry, recalled, “carried 
on the boat, put in a cabin and kept there until we got to Louisville, 
Kentucky.” There she was sold to slave trader/planter Pierce Haynes 
and remained in slavery for several years before escaping to Ohio 
during the Civil War.22 Most kidnapped free blacks shared the 
experiences of Fayman. They were either unable to extricate 
themselves from their captors for lengthy periods or remained 
indefinitely in bondage. Traveling free blacks were especially 
vulnerable. Some went on a trip and simply disappeared and were 
not heard from again. It was dangerous for free black crewmen and 
sailors who docked in southern ports to leave ship, but free people of 
color were also kidnapped on the streets of northern cities—Buffalo, 
Boston, New York City, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, 
Cleveland, and Chicago—and taken to the South and sold. 


It is doubtful that many free blacks who were seized and enslaved 
were able to give testimony to a reporter as depicted in this 
engraving. Nor did many live in the garrets of brick houses, 
complete with fireplaces and wooden floors. Nonetheless, this 
engraving by Alex Lawson, titled “The Author writing down the 
narrative of several freeborn people of color who had been 
kidnapped,” shows the phenomenon of free blacks being sold as 
slaves. 


It was especially difficult for free blacks from the North to sustain 
themselves as slaves in the deep South. Unfamiliar with the work, 
climate, and culture of the region, they suffered physical and mental 
anguish. A Philadelphia free black kidnapped and sold to Kentucky 
slave trader Thomas Roberts and later to a sugar planter in St. 
James Parish, Louisiana, was unable to perform the labor in the 
cane fields. When he failed to keep pace, the overseer would “ill 
treat and misuse him, by oftimes beating him cruely, and punishing 
him by cutting off one of his ears, marking and scarrifying his body in 
diverse places with a whip and other unlawful means and by 
branding him on the breast with an hot iron with the letters S.T.R.” 


After a year, he ran away to New Orleans. Others abducted in the 
North and sold to the lower states also suffered great physical and 
mental agony.°° 


In the upper states, free blacks convicted of petty theft and 
various misdemeanors were often sold as slaves. They, too, often 
attempted to escape, but often failed. Convicted of stealing a check, 
Maryland free black Richard Fortie was “sold” to a Maryland man, 
George Carman, for $150. A short time later, Fortie left Baltimore, 
taking the owner’s horse, but was caught within a day. He escaped a 
second time, but was again caught and put in jail pending his sale. 
Convicted of stealing $5.50 in Delaware in 1828, free black William 
Toast, alias William Collins, was sold for a term of seven years. He 
ran away to Philadelphia, but later returned and was convicted again 
of theft, at which time he was sold as a slave for fourteen years. In 
1858, Jacob Goins of Cumberland County, North Carolina, was 
convicted of stealing an iron pot worth less than a dollar. Unable to 
pay a fine, he was sentenced to five years “labor” to satisfy his 
“debt.” During the next four years and nine months, he was hired out 
to various whites and eventually turned over to a slave trader who 
tried to sell him with a group of five slaves in South Carolina. Goins 
ran away in the fall of 1862, but was taken up in Lumberton and 
lodged in the Robeson County jail.31 


Those convicted of more serious crimes could expect more than 
simply being sold. In Delaware, the record did not reveal that Isaac 
Tyre, a blacksmith, was a free person of color, but the sentence he 
received for “kidnapping” indicated he was not white. In 1832, Tyre 
was sentenced to receive sixty lashes on his bare back, well laid on, 
and three years in solitary confinement in the Sussex County jail, 
after which he was to be sold to the highest bidder for seven years of 
servitude. The governor remitted the three years in solitary, but Tyre 
was sold for $331 at auction. A few days after the purchase, 
however, he escaped. Three years later, he was still at large.°2 


In Virginia, the law required that emancipated slaves leave the 
state within twelve months after gaining their freedom. Since the 
neighboring state of North Carolina denied them permission to enter 
and other states restricted their movement and ability to earn a 
living, those freed in Virginia faced the dilemma of leaving the South 
entirely and abandoning loved ones or remaining in the state with the 
constant fear of reenslavement. Some emancipated blacks were 
able to elude authorities for many years, living with wives or 
husbands, but there was always the possibility that they might be 
discovered. The manumitted William remained free for nineteen 
years following emancipation by his owner, Charles Ewell, a planter 
on the eastern shore in Accomack County. In October 1838, he was 
found guilty of remaining in the state and sentenced to be sold. On 
New Year’s Day 1839, he was auctioned off for $530 to a local 
farmer.°? 


In Maryland, too, free blacks who ran afoul of the law might find 
themselves thrust back into bondage. Since the free black population 
in the state was the largest in the South, the courts frequently issued 
judgments like the one for Frederick County free woman of color 
Caroline Sawyer, who was convicted of stealing two linen shirts, a 
handkerchief, and a pair of undersleeves, valued at $3.50. In 1853, 
she was bound over as a slave for a term of years to Caspar Mantz 
of Baltimore. Fleeing from her new master, she was captured eight 
months later and “sold” for $200. Other free blacks convicted of 
stealing tools, garments, small amounts of cash, linens, and other 
items were sold as slaves for periods of from one to five years. 
When they ran away, causing owners further “trouble and expense,” 
their terms were extended.*4 


Convicted free blacks ran away so frequently that prices for those 
sold at auction dropped dramatically. In 1859, when young female 
slaves in Maryland were selling for between six and seven hundred 
dollars, sometimes more, William E. Beale purchased free black 


Maria Boston, auctioned off by order of the criminal court as a slave 
for four years, for only thirty-one dollars. Beale soon asked the court 
if he could resell her. She “stole several articles and run away,” he 
said. When captured, she asserted that she would “run away again 
as soon as she got an opportunity.” Emanuel C. Wade thought he 
got an even better deal when he purchased free Negro Emily Taylor, 
alias Sarah Taylor, guilty of theft, at an auction in Baltimore for 
twenty-six dollars “it being the highest bid.” But the woman refused 
to work and made “several attempts to runaway and Escape.” At 
present, Wade said in an 1859 petition seeking to sell her out of the 
state, “He has her chained to Keep her from escaping.”°° 


When sold out of state as slaves for life, free people of color 
brought prices that were commensurate with prices of other slaves. 
There were a number of traders who stole free people of color and 
sold them into the interregional trade, but there were others who 
acted, as one said, “in strict conformity with existing Acts of the 
Assembly.” Purchasing free blacks at auction, they mistreated them 
and abused them until they ran off and then obtained court decrees 
to dispose of them out of state. James Peters, while not described as 
a Slave trader, “does trade in colored apprentices as good[s] and 
chattels,” one observer noted, in strict accordance with law.°° 


Free blacks arrested as runaways were sometimes able to bring 
their cases before the court. While unusual in many ways, the case 
of John Roach reveals how unlikely it was for free Negroes to regain 
their freedom, even though Roach himself eventually did so. As a 
youngster, he had assisted his free black mother, Elizabeth, with her 
clothes-cleaning business in Philadelphia, collecting dirty clothes 
from mates and officers on board ships in the harbor. When in his 
teens, however, John was abducted, taken to Louisiana, and sold as 
a slave to a planter in St. James Parish. In late 1816 or early 1817, 
about a year after arriving, he ran away to New Orleans and was 
jailed as a fugitive. He petitioned the court in forma pauperis for his 


freedom, but he had no proof, so his alleged owner soon appeared 
to claim his property. At that very moment, fortuitous circumstances 
brought into the same jail, “on suspicion of debt,” William Dixon, a 
seaman who recognized the young man as the same free black boy 
who had taken his laundry to have it cleaned years before. At the 
trial, despite a rigorous cross-examination, Dixon testified that he 
had become “acquainted with Elizabeth Roach about seven years 
ago—that she resided at that time in Second Street in Philadelphia— 
that she was a free woman of color, in the enjoyment of her liberty— 
that said Elizabeth Roach is the mother of the plaintiff John Roach.” 
In the end, the court agreed; the twenty-one-year-old Roach was set 
free.’ 


Free blacks, especially youngsters, were fair game nearly 
everywhere. Those who attempted to travel alone in the South were 
taking an even greater risk than those who worked along the docks 
in northern cities. Again, it was improbable circumstances, fate, or 
good fortune that spared them from being sold into slavery. New 
York-born William Hyden, the son of a white woman and a colored 
man, moved to Ohio while in his mid-teens. When the state enacted 
a series of repressive measures, Hyden emigrated, but passing 
through Virginia on his way to Washington, D.C., in 1833, he was 
arrested as a runaway in Prince William County and put up for sale. 
When he could not be sold, the sheriff asked a local trader to sell 
him in Richmond or Fredericksburg, but potential buyers “refused to 
purchase him at any price” because he was “too white.” The sheriff 
tried to sell him on several other occasions, but no one would buy 
him, “alleging that his colour was too light and that he could by 
reason thereof too easily escape from slavery and pass himself for a 
free man.” Even so he was not released. After nearly a year, Hyden 
escaped from jail. The sheriff “made every exertion in his power to 
regain possession” of the fugitive but was unsuccessful.°° 


Most free people of color in the North were fearful of traveling in 
the South. Yet, being separated from family and friends was difficult. 
The letter of James Roberts to his cousin Willis Roberts in Indiana 
about his cousin’s anticipated return to friends and family in a slave 
state revealed the anxiety many others felt:°9 


To think that you are a going to take your small children to that place 
and cant tell how soon you may be taken away from them and they 
may come under the hands of some cruel slaveholder, and you 
Know that if they can get a colored child they will use them as bad 
again as they will one of their own slaves.... | cannot do myself 
justice to think of living in such a country. When | think of it | cant tell 
how any man of color can think of going there w/small children. 


Joseph Antoine’s Sorrow 


The sorrow, anguish, frustration, outrage, and struggle to remain free 
achieves a heroic dimension in the personal history of Joseph 
Antoine, a Cuban-born free black (emancipated by his master in 
Havana), who arrived at age twenty-seven in Virginia in about 1792 
and fell in love with a slave owned by Jonathan Purcel. The 
experiences of Antoine and his wife were unique perhaps only in that 
their story was told in such detail by Antoine himself as he sat in a 
jail cell in Louisville, Kentucky, awaiting the ruling of the Jefferson 
County Circuit Court about his eventual fate as a runaway. Many 
others whose histories will never be known shared the same 
torments, fears, betrayals, retribution, and tortures. 


When his wife’s owner decided to move from Virginia to the 
frontier post at Fort Vincennes in the Northwest Territory, in about 
1796, Antoine decided to accompany him to be with his wife. 
Realizing how much the two meant to each other, Purcel threatened 
to sell the woman “to some part of the Spanish country” if Antoine 


did not agree to sign an indenture committing himself to work as 
Purcel’s servant for seven-and-a-half years. As slavery was 
forbidden in the territory, the white man demanded that Antoine and 
his wife sign identical indentures. Antoine refused. The master then 
forced the couple into a room and locked the door “& again insisted 
that they should indenture themselves for fifteen years & threatened 
to send them off if they refused.” By “way of allurement,” Purcel 
promised that if they did sign the indentures Antoine’s wife “should 
be free at the expiration of that period.” The black man later recalled 
that “being thus situated, in a state of darkness, and being 
apprehensive that if he refused, that [Purcel] would put him in Irons, 
& Send him & sell him as a slave, where he would not have it in his 
power to recover his freedom,” he gave in, but only if at the end of 
that time he could “take his wife to himself.” 


Purcel agreed, and for the next seven years, Antoine and his wife 
labored on the frontier for the master. Near the end of the 
indentures, about 1803, Antoine reminded Purcel of the promises 
they had made and the papers they had signed. To their 
astonishment, Purcel said that the two blacks had misunderstood the 
terms of the agreement. Antoine and his wife were only halfway 
through their period of servitude. The indenture was not fifteen years 
in total, but “fifteen years each.” 


Despairing and distraught, Antoine now heard a rumor that 
Purcel had decided to sell the indentured couple anyway to Emanuel 
Lacey, a trader from St. Louis. When Lacey arrived at Fort 
Vincennes, Antoine asked him if there was any truth to the rumor; 
“he was informed that such was the fact.” Lacey asked him if he 
were willing to be sold. He replied that “if he was to be sold, he 
would as soon be sold to him, as another,” adding to himself that if 
he refused Purcel might very well “convey him off & place him in a 
worse situation.” 


As things evolved, it would be difficult to imagine a worse 
situation. Lacey took Antoine and his wife directly to the slave market 
in New Orleans and sold them as slaves for life. Antoine’s Spanish 
heritage was now of benefit, however. Although Louisiana had been 
sold to the French in a secret treaty in 1800, at the time of its sale to 
the United States in 1803, the Spanish still maintained administrative 
control over the region. Antoine obtained an audience with the 
Spanish governor, Manual Juan de Salcedo, in New Orleans and 
produced his Deed of Manumission. Salcedo took him and his wife 
into his custody, and after investigating the situation, “released them 
from the sale.” Despite the ordeal, Antoine’s wife was “anxious to 
return,” and Antoine himself believed that his wife, despite her 
seven-year residence in the Northwest Territory, was legally still a 
slave until the two of them served out the remainder of their term of 
indenture. This, he admitted, “operated with him” as an additional 
inducement for him to return.7° 


The governor told them that if they chose to return with Emanuel 
Lacey “it was a matter of option with them, but that they should not 
be sold or taken off’ by Lacey without their consent. The couple 
decided to go back with the man who had brought them to New 
Orleans only with the protection of the governor and assurances 
from Lacey himself that he would treat them kindly. But on the trip to 
St. Louis, the white man “treated him so cruelly that he could not 
longer remain with him.” As they fled into Kentucky, Antoine’s wife, 
exhausted and weak, said she could go no farther and collapsed by 
the roadside. They had met in Virginia twelve years before and had 
never been separated. It was perhaps fitting that the only way that 
they would part was through death. She died as a runaway slave on 
a back road in Kentucky in 1804. 

Antoine continued on to Louisville but was soon captured by a 
slave catcher, Davis Floyd, hired by Lacey, who quickly took him 
across the Ohio River “& was offering to sell him.” Unable to do so, 


he took the black man to Louisville and put him in jail “under the Act 
of Congress respecting Fugitives.” Within three weeks, on 19 
September 1804, Antoine presented his first petition to the Jefferson 
County Circuit Court. He feared that Floyd would “forcibly deprive 
him of his liberty,” return him to St. Louis, and turn him over to 
Lacey, who would dispose of him in such a manner that he would be 
reduced to slavery for the balance of his life. During the next few 
months, he would submit an additional remonstrance to the court: 
“Yr Orator States that his situation is a very delicate one, he is here 
defenceless, that he is a free man, entitled to his freedom, & can if 
enabled to do so establish it [to] the satisfaction of this Hble Court.” 
The court enjoined Lacey from “Selling Ptff as a Slave,” but the case 
was continued at several subsequent court sessions. Finally, in June 
1805, Antoine, now age forty, was released from jail.41 


Free Black Owners of Runaways 


Free blacks who controlled slaves for a profit dealt with runaways in 
much the same manner as their white counterparts. Eliza Pinckney, 
a free mulatto, for example, received in 1810 a trust conveyance for 
“a number of negroes” from Thomas Pinckney Jr., a member of one 
of South Carolina’s most prominent families. During Thomas 
Pinckney’s life the slaves were very profitable and seemingly well 
controlled, but when he died, Eliza, also called Elizabeth, confessed 
that she was “totally unable to manage the said Negroes in any way 
to make them productive to herself & children.” This was particularly 
true of Harry, “who is always Runaway and pays no wages.” In 1826, 
she petitioned the Charleston Equity Court to sell Harry, who was 
sold at auction for $420. But the sale did not end her troubles. In 
1827, she again petitioned the court. While she did not mention 
absconders, it was clear that she was still having difficulties:42 


Your petitioner states that the said Dwelling house is at present in 
the most ruinous condition and is actually falling down for want of the 
necessary repairs thereto, that her property is so very unprofitable 
and her negroes yield her so little that it is impossible for her to make 
the necessary repairs to the said premises (which her own interests 
as well as that of her children requires should be done) unless this 
Court will allow her to use the fund now in the hands of the 
Commissioner of this Court (and not yet invested) for that purpose. 


The largest free black slaveholder in the South, John Carruthers 
Stanly of North Carolina, faced a number of problems in the 1820s in 
dealing with the slave labor force on his three turpentine plantations 
in Craven County. With a total of 163 slaves, Stanly was a harsh, 
profit-minded taskmaster, and his field hands would run away. Stanly 
dealt with this through his two white overseers and with a spy 
network that included a few trusted slaves. Brister, his slave barber 
in New Bern, was responsible for relaying to his owner rumors of 
planned escapes. On one occasion, Stanly proudly said that “thro 
the agency of the Negro Man Brister he has recd such information as 
has enabled him to apprehend one of his slaves which had run away 
and to prevent the absconding of others who had manifested an 
intention of deserting.” Nor did Stanly have any pangs of conscience 
about selling children away from their parents or holding free blacks 
in bondage. In 1832, free black Kelly Davis, also called Kelso 
Mabeth, petitioned the Craven County Superior Court claiming that 
he was being illegally held by Stanly as a slave. The court concurred 
and ordered Davis’s release.*° 


Another large free black slaveholder, sugar planter Andrew 
Durnford of Louisiana, had fewer problems with runaways than his 
counterpart in North Carolina, but one slave named Jackson caused 
him particular grief. “Jackson has just left here,” Durnford wrote from 
St. Rosalie Planation in 1836, noting that Jackson had been whipped 


the previous day. “He is a wicked fellow. Was he not a relic | would 
gett clear of him.” Five days later, when Jackson had still not been 
caught, Durnford fumed: “I wish to lay eyes on him once more. | will 
fix him so the dogs will not bark at him.” Seven months later, 
following his capture, Jackson was off again, having “the audacity to 
go away with all the irons | had putt on him.” In the end, Durnford 
gave up on trying to constrain Jackson. In 1847, he noted that the 
slave was “a little out of his head” and believed he ran away during 
the fall work season because of “glands in the head at this season of 
the year.”“4 

A large majority of profit-oriented free black slaveholders resided 
in the Lower South. For the most part, they were persons of mixed 
racial origin, often women who cohabited or were mistresses of white 
men, or mulatto men who claimed white and black parentage (as 
was the case for Eliza Pinckney, Stanly, and Durnford). Provided 
land and slaves by whites, they owned farms and plantations, 
worked their hands in the rice, cotton, and sugar fields, and like their 
white contemporaries were troubled with runaways. 


Free black slave owners who lived in urban areas—Charleston, 
Savannah, Mobile, Natchez, and New Orleans—also faced 
difficulties with their slave property. Free mulatto barber William 
Johnson of Natchez was not certain what had happened to his 
recently purchased slave, Walker, when he disappeared in 1835. He 
had either been stolen or had run away to Kentucky to rejoin his 
wife. When on 4 July 1833, authorities in Ascension Parish, 
Louisiana, jailed the twelve- or fourteen-year-old black boy named 
Isaac taken off the steamer Watchman, he admitted he was owned 
by “a free woman of color in New Orleans named Jane.” A listing of 
slaves detained in the Jefferson Parish jail the same year included a 
slave woman owned by a free man of color. Other slaves held by 
free blacks absconded when they were worked too hard, hired out, 
or sold, as was the case with Milly, a tall, slender, and well-dressed 


bondswoman, who was sold by a free man of color to a white woman 
in New Orleans. Her face was “very pretty” and her nose “a little 
turned up,” the new owner said shortly after the sale. She would 
probably be carrying counterfeit freedom papers and try to get away 
disguised “in men’s dress.” Free black slave owners felt few pangs of 
guilt selling troublesome property. Charleston free mulatto George 
Mathews simply let the law take its course when his slave Peggy 
was sold to pay jail fees.*° 

As was the case with white owners, free people of color who 
purchased slaves did not want troublesome property; when they 
bought a slave who then ran away, they sought reimbursement. This 
was a delicate situation, but in Louisiana, they could use the court 
system to obtain redress. In 1856, Jane Luke, a free woman of color 
in New Orleans, hired two attorneys to get her money back from 
Bernard Kendig for a twenty-year-old slave named Helena, 
advertised as industrious, honest, and virtuous. “The sd slave girl 
proves to be a thief, a runaway and without value to the sd Jane 
Luke, who now desires that you will cancel the sale and restore her 
the price $1,014 and take back the slave,” the attorneys, Duvant and 
Horner, wrote to Kendig. The slave had been purchased with “full 
guarantee against the vices and maladies prescribed by law.”4° 


Slave ownership among free persons of color created strange 
anomalies with regard to runaways. Among the strangest was the 
case involving Baltimore freeman Jacob Guillard, a blacksmith who 
built up a valuable estate with the assistance of slave apprentices 
and assistants. He was a harsh taskmaster and was constantly 
plagued with rebellious bondsmen. “Ran away, on Sunday 19th 
instant, from the subscriber, living near Blue Ball, above Old- Town,” 
Guillard said in one announcement, “a Mulatto boy, named John 
Chapman.” Chapman was quickly apprehended. A decade later, 
another of Guillard’s slaves made a successful break for freedom. 
He is a “brownish yellow Man, named Jacob Cokkey: he sometimes 


calls himself Jacob Vanlear, at other times Jacob Guillard,” the 
owner wrote in 1805. “He is about 33 years of age, 5 feet 9 or 10 
inches high, straight made, and well-proportioned, flat visage and full 
eyes, and has short nappy hair.” Guillard explained that still 
outstanding was payment of a $510 note on the slave. If forced to 
pay such an amount, he would be forced to sell his property. Only 
then did Guillard reveal that the runaway was his own son. “I leave it 
to a generous public to judge, whether such base ingratitude in a 
young man towards an aged father, can pass unnoticed.” Apparently 
the public proved to be no more generous to Guillard than he had 
been to his slave son. In the same issue as the runaway notice, 
Guillard advertised: “For Sale, AN elegant two-story frame House, 
and five Lots of Ground.”*/ 


The District of Columbia case involving a slave named John 
Hawkins, who belonged to his grandfather, John Griffin of Calvert 
County, Maryland, also revealed an anomalous situation. As a 
youngster, Hawkins was taken to the District of Columbia to live. 
When he became restive, John Griffin and his son went to the owner 
of a farm in Maryland, Henry N. Lansdale, seeking to arrange for the 
boy to live in the country. In order to do this, they asked Lansdale if 
he would be willing to purchase the young man until he reached age 
twenty-one. Samuel and John Griffin “called on me,” Lansdale wrote, 
“and | made all necessary enquiries (as | knew the Laws of the State 
in relation to taking of a free Boy into it) and was entirely satisfied 
that everything was right about it.” Lansdale bought young Hawkins 
and put him on the farm, but in June 1861 he ran away to the District 
of Columbia, where he was arrested and jailed as a runaway slave. 


“The cause of my not having taken the Boy out of Jail,” Lansdale 
wrote the circuit court judge William Merrick, who had summoned 
him to appear in court, “was that the Old Man and his Son Sam 
came to see me and expressed themselves as anxious to take the 
Boy off my hands (as he was so troublesome) and to be at the 


expense of taking him out of Jail &c, also to secure me moneys | had 
paid them, for the Boy.” At that very moment, however, Hawkins was 
petitioning the court by his next friend, Jane Griffin, for his freedom. 
After reading the letter, and the petition, the judge ordered Hawkins 
“discharged from custody.”4° 

That runaways would involve a free black father and his son and 
a free black grandfather and his grandson were strange aberrations 
in the slave system. Free black slave ownership, however, produced 
a number of incongruities, not the least of which was the difficulty 
black masters encountered with their runaway slaves. 


Runaway Children in Maryland 


During the early decades of the nineteenth century, as slavery 
spread westward to the Mississippi River and beyond, the number of 
free black indentured servants and apprentices declined nearly 
everywhere in the South. The single state where this was not the 
case was Maryland, where the free black population grew rapidly 
from 39,730 in 1820 to 83,942 in 1860, and its proportion compared 
with slaves rose from 27 to 49 percent. As the free black population 
rose, slave owners and nonslaveowning whites turned to indentured 
servitude. Indeed, while the remainder of the South relied on slave 
labor, Maryland increasingly counted on free black indentured 
servants, including youngsters and teenagers bound out as 
apprentices.’ 

By the 1840s and 1850s, significant numbers of free black 
children had moved from one type of bondage to another. The laws 
and institutions created to oversee the master-apprentice relations 
were not unlike the apprenticeship laws passed in other parts of the 
South following the Civil War.°° Indeed, Maryland served as a 
training ground for the same type of labor control whites sought to 
implement in 1865 over freedmen and freedwomen and their 


children. Apprenticeship contracts written for free black youngsters 
before the war in Maryland and after the war in other states were 
similar. In 1855, eighteen-year-old Elias Burgess was apprenticed to 
Caleb D. Owings as follows: 


The subscribers, Justices of the Peace of the State of Maryland, in 
and for Baltimore City by virtue of the act of Assembly, entitled, “A 
supplement to the act entitled an act for the better regulation of 
Apprentices,” have bound and placed, and by these presents do bind 
out and place as an Apprentice, Elias Burgess Cold an Orphan aged 
Eighteen years, on the twenty third day of December last, unto Caleb 
D. Owings of Balto County until he the said Elias Burgess Cold shall 
arrive to the age of twenty one years: during which time he shall well 
and truly demean himself in every respect, as a good and faithful 
Apprentice; and the said Caleb D. Owings of Baltimore County shall 
furnish and provide for the said Apprentice, meat, drink, clothes, 
washing, lodging, and other suitable necessaries, during his 
apprenticeship; cause him to be taught and particularly teach him the 
art or trade of a Farmer in all the branches thereof; and when free, 
the said Apprentice shall be entitled to a suit of clothes, or the 
customary freedom dues. 


While this appeared unexceptionable, the key phrase—that the 
apprentice would “truly demean himself in every respect as a good 
and faithful Apprentice’—meant that the apprentice should be 
humble and obedient to whites. And any deviation for this standard 
could result in an extension of the term of service. Three days after 
Owings took possession of Burgess “the said Boy absconded” and 
remained out for an entire week. The outraged master set out 
himself to find the runaway, and by the time Burgess was captured, 
Owings had spent nearly forty dollars for jail fees, travel expenses, 
and the reward he paid a police officer. No sooner had the master 


gone to court and obtained a four-month extension on the 
apprentice’s period of servitude than Burgess ran away again and 
remained out “for some days” before being “reclaimed.” Again his 
period of service was extended, and now the master was given 
permission to “sell the unexpired term of said apprentice to any 
person.”°" 


The case of Elias Burgess was not unusual. Free black 
youngsters—bound out by the court with or without their parents’ 
permission—ran away continuously in Maryland because of poor 
treatment, breach of contract, bad housing, inadequate food, and 
dissatisfaction with masters. The instances where indentured free 
black youngsters lived quiet, calm, and productive lives were rare, as 
were the situations when they learned a trade and became self- 
employed artisans. In most cases there were tension, conflict, and 
violence. Apprenticed at the age of seven to an Anne Arundel 
County farmer to learn the “art of Farming,” free black Moses Turner 
absconded five times before he was twenty-one. Jerry Matthews was 
eleven years old when he was bound to Baltimore resident Richard 
Ensey for ten years. Matthews also ran away five times, causing his 
master “considerable expense and trouble.”°2 


Some free black youngsters became so dissatisfied with their 
situation that they would go to great lengths to get away from their 
masters. Young Robert Boston was apprenticed to Maryland farmer 
J. B. Nichols, but in December 1854 he ran off and hid in a 
neighbor’s fodder house. He remained there only a day or two before 
being discovered, but it was extremely cold at night, and his feet 
were frostbitten. He was “unable to work from that time,” the master 
said in April 1855. He had been under the constant care of a 
physician, “is a cripple and will always be.” Despite his disability, in 
July 1855 when the master was absent, Boston ran away, remaining 
out for two weeks before he was put back to work.” 


Using the same words and phrases as slaveholders, Marylanders 
called their free black runaway apprentices “uncontrollable,” 
“ungovernable,” and “unmanageable.” In part this language was due 
to the wording of the law making it necessary to show that the 
apprentices were not “good and faithful” servants. But masters also 
truly believed that their young bound workers were, as Catherine 
Johnson of Baltimore said of her twelve-year-old black apprentice, 
“in a great degree ungovernable.” In her case, the youngster had not 
only run away, but had openly defied her, vowing he would never 
stay with her. This forced the woman to have the youngster “arrested 
and confined.” William Creamer, also of Baltimore, said that teenage 
Henry Cornish was “disobedient and disrespectful” and refused to 
obey “full and proper orders and directions.” He had “refused to work 
and has broken such things as were put in his hands to work with; 
and he has on four several occasions run away.” Mary Jane Mason, 
a widow who lived in Baltimore, said her sixteen-year-old free black 
runaway, Margaret H. Winchester, drank, cursed, refused orders, 
and threatened violence. The black girl told the widow that if one of 
her sons ever laid a hand on her “she would cut his damned heart 
out,” and twice she had actually slapped Mason, who was now 
“afraid that she may offer personal violence to her or some member 
of her family.” Other masters said much the same: free black 
apprentices were angry, hostile, bad tempered, difficult to manage, 
and prone to running away.°* 


Those who held free blacks in apprenticeship contracts 
expressed their dismay that those they were trying to assist would 
betray them in such a manner, even though, like slaves, free black 
children under these contracts could be bought, sold, traded, willed, 
deeded, and transferred. Those holding the contracts viewed 
themselves as kindly masters who were deceived by their free black 
charges. In 1856, James S. Wilson acquired free black Augusta 
Sprigg, formerly bound by the Trustees of the Poor for Baltimore City 
and County to Joseph Merryman, who had transferred her to David 


H. White, who had in turn transferred her to Wilson. The transfer 
papers read: “sold, assigned and transferred.” Wilson said that the 
girl had been “Kindly treated, wellfed, lodged & clothed,” but 
nonetheless had run away from his home on several occasions. 
Other masters said the same thing: they treated their apprentices 
“well and Kindly,” in a “kind and indulgent manner,” with humanity 
and compassion; they taught them “every thing necessary & useful” 
to their condition in life. In return, the black children were “indifferent” 
and “ungrateful.”°° 


What happened to free black indentured children who were 
“indifferent” and “ungrateful”? With remarkable precision, the courts 
ruled that they should continue to serve their masters for periods of 
time beyond the time established in the original contract. This could 
be as brief as four to six months, but usually the extension was for 
one or two years and, on occasion, five or ten years. For those who 
continued to run away despite warnings, their indentures were 
usually extended for a number of years. Twelve-year-old William 
Gaugh, a free boy of color who was an orphan, ran away repeatedly, 
but each time he was captured and returned. In 1859, to teach him 
“the consequence of such improper conduct,” the Anne Arundel 
County Orphans Court extended his apprenticeship until he reached 
his twenty-fourth birthday in 1870. Another orphaned free black, 
Washington Boston, age twelve, was indentured in 1854 to David W. 
McKlendin to learn to be a waiter, but four years later the master 
transferred the indenture to John H. Toffling, who promised to teach 
him to be a butcher. After the transfer, Boston ran away. Toffling had 
him arrested, and prior to a court date, put in jail “for safe 
Keeping.”°© 

For runaway children who remained out for extended periods, life 
was precarious. Not only was there the possibility of being abducted 
and sold into slavery or being sexually assaulted, but securing 
shelter and comfort was virtually impossible. In Baltimore, Louis 


Henry Foulks, a free boy of color, was in the “constant habit of 
running away” from his master. For years, the wife of the man who 
held the indenture said, Foulks ran “in and about the streets, lodging 
of nights under steps of houses, and other places offering no better 
protection from the cold in winter seasons, until his feet has become 
badly frosted, notwithstanding, he will not remain at home.”°’ 


In a few cases, free black parents signed indentures for their own 
children. They were either too poor to provide for them or thought it 
would be beneficial if their child learned a trade. Some could not 
control their boys and girls and thought the discipline of hard work 
would do them good. A few ironically apprenticed their children to 
rescue them from slavery. “NoTICcE. Will be sold at the Prison of 
Washington county, District of Columbia, on Monday, 24 August, 
1835, a Negro Girl, who calls herself NANCY JONES, committed as a 
runaway,” a newspaper in the nation’s capital read. “She is a dark 
mulatto, about four feet ten inches high: she says she is about 
sixteen or seventeen years of age. Had on when committed, a light 
calico dress. She says she is free, and is known to be free.” She was 
indeed free, and shortly after she had run away from home and been 
jailed, her father, George Jones, apprenticed her to his employer, 
James Mullinax, a Baltimore shopkeeper, who secured Nancy’s 
release.°° 


Most who apprenticed their children discovered that there were 
few whites who did not seek to exploit free black labor. In 1856 
Hannah Powell, a free woman of color in Baltimore, bound her 
daughter, Hester, to Joseph Swinney until she reached the age of 
eighteen. A short time later, Hester absconded and went undetected 
for three years and nine months, although her employer hired people 
to look for her and spent considerable time himself searching. When 
she was finally discovered, she was jailed, brought to court, and her 
servitude extended three years. Her indenture was then transferred 
to John Hinesly, who, Hannah Powell agonized, “sold and disposed” 


of her daughter to a “Southern Negro Trader,” who promptly took her 
out of the state.°? 


Similarly, the most obdurate free black children were sold out of 
the state. Having just turned fifteen, apprentice Levi Stevenson ran 
away from his master’s farm in Anne Arundel County on two different 
occasions, enticing other servants to accompany him. The master 
complained that he had lost $135 in jail fees and lost work time. The 
court ruled that Stevenson, who had also been convicted of a felony, 
should remain in jail and be sold out of the state. When the sale of a 
free black apprentice did not seem practical, masters treated the 
obstinate ones as they might treat slaves. In 1841, farmer John 
Russell of Baltimore County acquired a twelve-year-old free black 
apprentice for seven years. Within a week, the young boy ran away 
and was arrested and jailed. The farmer then refused to provide him 
with clothing and proper maintenance and forced him “to labor at 
night and on the Sabbath for other persons & at periods when he 
was Entitled to holiday.” In addition, Russell forced him to buy his 
own clothes and kept a heavy iron collar on his neck “for several 
years at a time.” At the end of seven years, the white man refused to 
release the free black apprentice from his indenture.©° 


What might happen to even the most well-intentioned free black 
parents in this system of indentured servitude and child labor was 
clearly demonstrated in the case of Edward Johnson. In 1860, 
Edward’s parents, poverty-ridden free blacks, bound their son as an 
apprentice to William Chaney of Baltimore until he reached age 
twenty-one. Although the youngster was supposed to remain within 
the jurisdiction of the court where the indenture was issued, the 
boy’s unexpired term was sold to William Martin of Baltimore, who 
took the boy across Chesapeake Bay to eastern Maryland and sold 
Edward’s indenture to a German-born couple who lived on a farm 
near Easton in Talbot County. In an attempt to return to his parents, 
the young boy ran away and was captured and ran away again and 


was captured and absconded for a third time. To punish “this very 
bad fellow,” the German couple called in the local constable who, 
Edward testified: 


tide me with a rope put my 2 neas thrugh my hands, then and 
there striped me nacked, with a sticke run trugh my hands and 
nees pinning me down with my hed to the ground sticking my 
bare backside up, then and there struck me 30. licks with a heavy 
hickrey paddle with a number of holes bored through it brusing 
me in an offel manner, from that position | was tacon and plased 
with a rope a round my rists my back intiarly naked and swong up 
then and there Each of them tuck a cow hide one on Either side 
and beet me in such a manner when they let me down | fanted 
and lay on the ground 2 hours when I came too | maid out to get 
to the house my privits ware very much injered and swollen very 
large | was confined to the hous for 2 weeks my back is very 
much schared at this time 


Later, when his master planned to whip him again, Edward escaped, 
but was shot in the hand as he fled. He headed straight for the 
county seat, Easton, and turned himself into the sheriff for protection. 
A few days later, the Baltimore City Orphans Court ordered Martin 
“to produce in this court” a certain “colored apprentice named 
Edward L. Johnson.” It was difficult to see, however, how the court 
could make amends for the brutal punishment he had endured.°®" 


The struggles of free blacks in some parts of the South were not 
unlike the struggles of their brethren in bondage, as the runaway 
children of Maryland indicate. But even among the most prosperous 
and well-known free blacks, there was always the nagging fear that 
some unforeseen circumstance might thrust them backward into 
bondage. 
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9 
Profile of a Runaway 


ON 25 OcTOBER 1816, WILLIAM W. BELL, a North Carolina farmer, 
placed a notice in the North Carolina Minerva and Raleigh Advertiser 
about his runaway slave. Explaining that he had purchased Frank 
from John Patterson of Matthews County, Virginia, Bell wrote: 


RUNAWAY, from the Subscriber, on Friday Evening last, Near Enfield 
Court House, a NEGRO MAN, named FRANK, pretty stout, one strait scar 
on his cheek passing from the under part of the ear towards the 
corner of the mouth, of a common dark color, something of a flat 
nose, a short, round chin, and a down look, about 26 or 27 years of 
age. Had on, brown yarn homespun Pantaloons, striped homespun 
waistcoat, and a white yarn roundabout. TWENTY-FIVE DOLLARS reward 
will be given for lodging said runaway in any gaol in this state or 
TWENTY DOLLARS if in any gaol out of the state." 


Forty-one years later, in the fall of 1857, a South Carolina planter, 
E. M. Royall, published a similar notice in the Charleston Mercury: 


TWENTY-FIVE DOLLARS REWARD.—Ranaway from the subscriber's 
plantation, in Christ Church Parish, his Negro Man TONEY. Said fellow 
is about 5 feet 6 inches in height; stoutly built, is very black, has a 
broad, full face, black eyes, and when he laughs, shows a very white 
set of teeth. The above reward will be paid for his apprehension and 


delivery to the Work House in Charleston, or to the subscriber on his 
place.? 


In size, build, color, gender, age, attire, reward, probable 
occupation, and personality—at least as perceived by whites—the 
“NEGRO MAN, Named FRANK” and the “Negro Man Toney’ fit the profile 
of typical runaway slaves. The largest segment of the runaway army 
included strong, young field hands in their late teens and twenties. 
The two advertisements also demonstrate the continuity that existed 
among typical runaways from one generation to the next. 


If the typical runaway was a young, male plantation hand, 
runaways also included a range of other slaves, young and old, 
black and mulatto, healthy and infirm, female and male, skilled and 
unskilled, urban and rural. They absconded from farms, plantations, 
urban residences, town houses, job sites, and riverboats. Indeed, 
despite the norm, runaways were a diverse lot, and judging from the 
comments of slave owners, it seemed impossible to predict who 
might abscond. 


In the sections that follow, there will be an examination of the 
salient characteristics of runaways resulting from a statistical 
examination of more than two thousand slaves advertised in 
newspapers in five states during two time periods: early, or 1790- 
1816, and late, or 1838-60 (see appendix 7). It will show that, while 
the profile of runaways was diverse, there was a remarkable 
consistency over time. Indeed, as the peculiar institution evolved and 
changed in unprecedented ways over more than sixty years, the 
profile of runaways, with few exceptions, remained virtually 
unchanged. 


Age and Gender 


As the descriptions of Frank and Toney suggest, the great majority 
of runaways were young men in their teens and twenties. During the 
early period, males constituted 81 percent of those who were 
advertised as runaways, and among them, 78 percent were between 
the ages of thirteen and twenty-nine. Exactly the same proportion of 
males was listed during the later period and, again, about three out 
of four—74 percent—were in their teens and twenties. During both 
periods, these men were described as healthy, strong, and stout, 
and only about one out of six possessed skills as artisans or house 
servants. The proportion of men to women was slightly higher in 
Virginia and Louisiana than in North and South Carolina and 
Tennessee during the early period, and it was lower in Louisiana 
during the later period, when male runaways dropped to 71 percent, 
but the variations were less important than the remarkable 
consistency: the precise male-female percentage remaining exactly 
the same over a period of more than two generations.° 


Young men ran away in greater numbers because often they had 
not yet married or, if they had married, had not yet begun a family. 
Those who married sometimes took their loved ones with them, but 
in most cases, they were forced to leave wives and children behind. 
Young men also ran away more often because they were more 
willing to defy overseers and owners if they felt aggrieved. Once 
away from the plantation, young men could better defend 
themselves and were willing to resist recapture. The young slave 
Jack of Orangeburgh District, South Carolina, had been out for some 
time when he was discovered in 1807 by a white farmer. In the 
struggle that ensued, Jack slashed the white man so severely that 
he remained bedridden for weeks and more than a year-and-a-half 
later had not fully recovered. A few years later, the slave Sampson, 
also of South Carolina, was confronted in a similar manner by 
William Villard, a white farmer in Barnwell District. Sampson 
brandished a knife in one hand and a hatchet in the other, and as 
Villard approached him, he cut the white man across the forehead 


and swung the hatchet into his ribs. Six months later, Villard was still 
disabled “from the Severe Injury he sustained in the apprehension of 
this desperate out Law.” 


Not only did young men offer fierce resistance, but many realized 
that if they did not make an attempt to escape time would run out. 
Death came early to slaves, and those who reached their twenty-first 
birthday could expect to live about sixteen or seventeen additional 
years. In some sections, yellow fever, dysentery, pneumonia, and 
cholera carried off many slaves still in their teens and twenties.® It 
was not difficult for those who survived to observe the small number 
of elderly slaves or know about the funerals that occurred so often 
on their own and nearby plantations. This, coupled with the energy 
and vitality of youth and the physical stamina it took to go on the run, 
prompted young men to leave in greatest numbers. Among the 424 
runaway males whose approximate ages were given in the early 
period, the average age was twenty-five; among the 835 during the 
later period, the mean age was twenty-seven. The oldest runaways 
were in their forties and fifties, a handful in their sixties, but those 
forty or older represented only 5 percent in the early period and 6 
percent in the later period. 


Table 3 
Gender of Runaways by State, Early Period (1790-1816) 


North South 
Virginia Carolina Tennessee Carolina Louisiana Total 
Number of 
females 14 18 29 55 13 129 
(percentage) — (15) (18) (21) (23) a1) (9 
Number of 
males 81 82 109 185 109 566 
(percentage) (85) (82) (79) (77) (89) (81) 


Totals 95 100 138 240 122 695 


Table 4 
Gender of Runaways by State, Late Period (1838—1860) 


North South 
Virginia Carolina Tennessee Carolina Louisiana Totals 
Number of 
females 17 18 20 89 104 248 
(percentage) (9) (14) (12) (19) (29) (19) 
Number of 
males 178 114 148 369 259 1068 
(percentage) (91) (86) (88) (81) (71) (81) 
Totals 195 132 168 458 363 1316 


Young slave women were less likely to run away because they 
had often begun to raise families by their late teens and early 
twenties. With youngsters to care for, it became difficult to 
contemplate either leaving them behind or taking them in an escape 
attempt. Lying out in the woods or fleeing to more distant points 
would only mean suffering, danger, and hardship for their children. 
As several historians have pointed out, although slave women 
desired freedom as much as slave men and were often as assertive 
and aggressive on the plantation as male slaves, the task of 
uprooting and carrying children in flight “was onerous, time- 
consuming, and exhaustive.” As a result, a smaller proportion than 
among men decided to run away.® 

Like their male counterparts, however, those who did abscond 
usually did so in their teens and twenties. These young females 
represented more than two-thirds of the women in both periods—69 
and 68 percent respectively—who ran off. Some took their children 
with them or, following a sale, attempted to find their sons and 
daughters, despite the difficulties of such undertakings. Others ran 
during pregnancy. In her twenties, Letty left her owner John J. 
Zollicofer of Nashville in 1814. She was a “likely negro,” her owner 
said, quick spoken, with “handsome countenance”; she was about 


six months pregnant. Similarly, the “American Negress Nancy,’ who 
ran away in New Orleans in 1828, was “with child.” Purchased by a 
South Carolina man in Maryland in 1816, Sawney quickly fled from 
her new owner but remained out only a few months before being 
captured. By the time her owner claimed her, she had given birth to 
an infant. The North Carolina slave Delph also bore a child on the 
run. Angeline escaped from Richmond slave traders in 1836 to 
return to Greenbrier, Augusta County, Virginia, where she had been 
raised and had six children.’ Angeline, too, was pregnant. Despite 
these desertions, women thought long and hard about the 
consequences for their families and themselves before making any 
decision to abscond. 


Among both males and females, some did not fit the profile. 
Some preteen-age youngsters fled. Transferred at age ten to the 
household of an Anne Arundel County, Maryland, woman following 
the distribution of an estate, Alice was about twelve when she went 
“running out at night.” Catherine, a French-speaking girl in New 
Orleans, was also about twelve when she absconded in 1831, and 
Henry, a “young mulatto,” was about ten when he ran off two years 
later. In 1841, an eleven-year-old apprentice barber, Walter Scott, 
who traveled on steamboats, ran away. When Elias was arrested in 
1828 in Charleston, he was advertised as being four feet nine inches 
tall and about twelve years old.® 


At the other end of the age spectrum was a black man who 
worked in the kitchen at the Pontchartrain Hotel and as a hawker of 
hay in New Orleans. He had outlived several of his owners, and in 
1830, at age fifty-five, he absconded. Although her exact age was 
not given, Nelly was “an elderly Negro woman” who had been sold 
from Virginia to South Carolina. Other slaves were described as old, 
decrepit, elderly, gray-haired, bent, and aged. The fifty-year-old 
Sumter District, South Carolina, man stooped over when walking, 
and was “quite grey.” Some slaves were similarly described with 


physical defects and as being “quite gray.” The Charleston carpenter 
Andrew was quite “elderly looking.” Committed to the jail of 
Orangeburg, South Carolina, in 1832, another runaway was 
described as being “about eighty years old.” 


Color and Physical Characteristics 


Most runaways were black. They were described as having dark 
complexion, dark skin, black complexion, being “coal black,” 
remarkably black, or very black. Some had “not a very black 
complexion” or were “not remarkably black” or “nearly quite black,” 
but others were described as “a negro boy, perfectly black,” “jet 
black,” with a dark complexion, “very dark complexioned,” or 
exceptionally dark. Abel was about sixteen years old and “dark 
complected,” William B. Flowers of Smyrna, Barnwell District, South 
Carolina, said in his 1855 notice; Abram was about twenty-eight 
years old, plausible and intelligent, and also very black, Z. B. Oakes 
of Charleston, said in the same issue of the Charleston Mercury.'° 
Although at times the precise color of the runaway was not stated 
and “negro wench” or “negro fellow” could describe a person of 
mixed origin, 70 percent of the runaways in the early period were 
either black or their skin was so dark that readers of runaway 
newspaper advertisements would assume they were.* 


Although a minority of runaways were mulattoes, persons of 
mixed racial ancestry ran away in greater numbers than their 
proportion in the slave population would suggest. Except for the 
virtual elimination of African-born blacks, the increase among 
mulatto runaways between the early and late periods represented 
one of the most significant changes that occurred in the profile of 
runaways. The precise proportion of mulattoes in the slave 
population for the early period is not Known, but due to the 
importation of Africans at least until 1808, it was surely smaller than 


during the late antebellum era, when it reached 10 percent. The 
nearly one-third mixed blood among runaways during the early 
period was therefore at least three times larger than would be 
expected in the general population. By the later period, the 
proportion of advertised mulattoes had risen to 43 percent, more 
than four times what would be expected. Even if mixed blood slaves 
were more readily advertised—and there is evidence that they were 
—this large percentage was remarkable. "' 

Persons with light skin possessed certain advantages as 
runaways. The prejudices against them were generally less than 
against those of darker hue. They were more likely to be able to 
pass as free persons since the proportion of mulattoes in the free 
Negro group was much higher than in the slave population. The 
proportion of mulatto runaways in the slave population during the 
late period (561 of 1,316, or 43 percent) was almost exactly the 
same as the 41 percent of mixed racial origin in the free black 
population. 

Sometimes they could pass as white. This was the case when 
the Georgia slave Coleman left his owner during a trip the two men 
took on the Western Atlantic Railroad in October 1839. Coleman was 
in his mid-twenties, with a very smooth face, straight sandy hair, blue 
eyes, and was “very white to be a slave.” Bonaparte, a Virginia 
slave, possessed the physical appearance of a white man: very light 
skin and straight hair. A Georgia runaway named Guy would “no 
doubt endeavor to pass himself off as a white man,” and the 
Haywood County, Tennessee, runaway John, was described as “a 
bright red Mulatto” with straight hair and fashionable attire. He would 
certainly attempt to pass, either “for a free fellow, or perhaps a white 
man.” Other owners described their slaves as “very nearly white,” 
could easily pass for white, a “white mulatto boy,” three-fourths white 
and “shows the negro blood but very little,” “remarkably white for a 
slave,” could easily “pass for a white man.” “Stop Mabin!!” read the 


advertisement of Georgia planter Zachariah Booth in 1833, “He will 
pass for a white man where he is not known.” Apparently, Mabin did 
pass, as he was still at large seven years later. '2 


Mulatto slaves were often given positions as house servants, 
maids, cooks, tailors, waiters, and barbers. With such skills, they 
could more easily attempt to pass as free blacks. Given their often 
privileged position as slaves, runaway mulattoes found it less difficult 
to affect the manners, habits, and general demeanor of free persons 
of color. During the later period, they were twice as likely to be 
literate as black runaways and more often carried freedom papers or 
passes. Even during the early period, when the literacy rate among 
runaways was only between 1 and 2 percent, nearly 10 percent of 
mulatto runaways possessed forged papers, compared with 6 
percent among blacks. 


The diversity among runaways was perhaps nowhere better 
illustrated than in the descriptions of mixed blood slaves who ran 
away. In South Carolina between 1822 and 1831, they were 
described as yellow, brown, mustee (brown), mulatto, pale yellow, 
“of rather a yellow cast,” Sambo (dark), and red. In Virginia during 
the early and late periods, they were described as tawny, nearly 
black, brown, mulatto, yellow, red, reddish, yellowish, dark yellow, 
bright yellow, “tolerable light,” “dark mulatto,” and as having “a lighter 
complexion” than was “common among negroes.” Others were a 
“little light complected” or “tolerably bright complected,” “more of a 
bright mulatto than otherwise,” and of a “dark ginger color.” A 
Richmond owner said his carriage driver was of a “dark copper 
complexion,” and other Virginia masters said their slaves were “light 
copper or mulatto,” “pumpkin color,” or “light bacon color.”13 


Louisiana owners advertised their runaways as bright yellow, 
very brown, “a negro, but not of the blackest cast,” “a light colored 
black,” “of a light dark color,” pale yellow, rather red, and “rather 
light.” They described their slaves also as “a dirty mulatto color,” 


“copper colored negro man,” bright mulatto, light mulatto, bright 
yellow mulatto, “dark freckled mulatto negro,” “not very black,” “dark 
copper color.” In New Orleans, the term “griff,” or “griffe,” changed 
from a noun to an adjective. Used in the Caribbean to denote the 
offspring of a black and mulatto, in New Orleans it became a color to 
describe runaways. “Ranaway from the subscriber, about three 
weeks ago,” one master said, “a griffe colored slave named Joe.”"4 


Other physical characteristics of runaways also revealed their 
diversity. Owners rarely gave specific weight information, but they 
did suggest size and build—slight, average, heavy, stout—in about 
one-third of the notices. For men and women in the early period, the 
largest proportion was described as “stout,” meaning strong, sturdy, 
fleshy, large—(39 percent of the females and 41 percent of the 
males); in the later period, this category was still prominent although 
there was wider distribution among groups. With regard to height, 
the data on females are sketchy, although it does appear that they 
were shorter than what was considered “average” at the time they 
absconded. The information for males is much better, and in more 
than 55 percent of the cases owners provided specific height data. 
Among the 314 males age thirteen and over during the early period, 
half were five feet seven inches or taller, a third were five feet ten 
inches or taller, and 12 percent were six feet or more. Among the 
637 runaways males in the same category during the later period, 
the figures were almost exactly the same. In the early period, the 
average height of between five feet seven inches and five feet eight 
inches for runaways was as tall as the average white male height.'° 
In both periods, many were tall, strong, young men. There is little 
doubt that physical strength, stamina, and size played a role in 
determining who was likely to flee. 

A significant segment of the runaway population was identifiable 
by marks, scars, and disfigurements. The list was very long, 
including facial mark, cheek mark, unusual forehead mark, upper 


arm mark, finger deformity, missing finger, limp, unusual gait, leg 
deformity, unusual feet, missing toes, lame arm, lame hand, 
smallpox scars, missing ear[s], and scars from whipping and 
branding. It was not usually stated how, where, or when runaways 
lost their fingers, toes, limbs, or acquired their marks and brands. In 
the early period, African-born slaves often acquired tribal marks 
before their journey to the New World, and even in the later period 
some of the physical problems described were the result of 
accidents or disease. Such was probably the case for those 
described with “white swelling,” “very remarkable lumps,” a foot 
“deformed and nearly half off,” “a web on one of his eyes,” missing 
“one-half of her right foot,” “lame in the left knee,” “diseased in his 
left thigh.” The frequent mention of missing teeth might also be the 
result of natural causes. '® 


It was clear, however, that for a number slaves there was a direct 
connection between deformities and prior punishment. The Virginia 
slave Reuben of Culpepper County, who “eloped” in 1807, had 


a scar on the right side of his neck below the ear; another on the 
left, lower on his neck; he has also a scar on the right leg a little 
below his knee, occasioned by a burn; his back has many scars 
on it from flogging he has received which he justly merited. 


The “mark of a whip” could be seen on the arms of Celia, a fifteen- 
year-old girl who ran from her master in Rutherford County, 
Tennessee, in 1814. Fond of drinking, swearing, and fighting, the 
runaway Dennis had his back “very much cut with the cow-hide.” 
Slaves had scars on their backs, shoulders, arms, legs, sides, and 
faces, “occasioned by the whip.” Neither the young nor old were 
spared. Fourteen-year-old Mary, who had a “quick and lively air,” 
had two marks on her cheek inflicted with “a cow hide.” An elderly 
Virginia slave, transferred to South Carolina, had several marks 


between her shoulders caused by the lash. In 1826, the sheriff of 
Pointe Coupee Parish, Louisiana, described a captured slave as 
having “around his neck an Iron collar with three prongs extending 
upwards” and “many scars on his back and shoulders from the 
whip.”17 

In some cases it was almost possible to trace a slave’s history by 
the various scars. By the time he reached age twenty in 1839, 
William had been sold from Virginia, to New Orleans, to Vicksburg, 
Mississippi, and finally to a plantation on Bayou Sara, near 
Woodville, Mississippi. “[H]e ranaway about the 1st of April,” his 
Mississippi owner said, “was caught and put in jail in Woodville.” He 
falsely gave the name of another man as his owner. Now he was out 
again, but could be recognized by a scar just above his left eye, a 
scar above his left thumb, and when “stripped, many scars may be 
seen on his back, caused from a severe whipping with a cowskin (as 
he says) at the time of the Southampton insurrection.”'® 


The notices contain ample evidence that branding and cropping 
of ears continued well into the nineteenth century, especially to 
punish the most obdurate runaways. The Virginia slave Archie was 
branded on both cheeks, and the facial scars were much darker than 
his normal skin color. A Georgia slave had also been branded before 
he ran away in 1808. It was unclear whether the “R” on each cheek 
stood for “Runaway” or “Richard Thurmond,” the Oconee River 
planter who claimed Joe as his slave. One Kentucky master 
described a runaway in 1815 as having “a black streak on his nose, 
which is very plain, it extends on his left cheek near the size of one 
little finger.” “I filed several notches between several of his upper fore 
teeth, which | expect is also very plain,” he added; “I also branded 
him on each cheek... about twelve months ago, which is not very 
perceivable.”'9 


Similarly, advertisements in the New Orleans Bee during the 
1820s and 1830s describe runaways with brands on their backs, 


hands, breasts, and faces. He “made two trips to Louisville the last 
time he ranaway,” one notice in 1833 read. He was about thirty years 
old, had sunken cheeks, sulky looks, and should be easy to spot: he 
had a brand on his forehead of an inch-high cross, a brand on his 
cheek of the letter “O,” and a brand on his back of the word 
“Orleans.” He also had “the mark of the whip” on his back. The 
French-speaking slave Dio worked on a plantation of P. B. 
Marmillion, located in Orleans Parish. When he departed with two 
other slaves in a skiff, Marmillion warned the public to beware of 
Dio’s “pleasing countenance” and added that the slave would be 
easy to recognize. “He is stamped on the forehead and on the 
breast,” the owner commented, “with the large letters P.M.” A slave 
who left Andry Boudousque’s plantation stooped when he walked, 
had lost part of a thumb, and was branded “with the letter B on the 
left side of his breast.”?? 


The scars from whippings, beatings, and branding, described by 
slave owners themselves, bore witness to the harsh realities of 
slavery. Yet there were many runaways whose marks and scars 
were never advertised in the newspapers. London was “neither the 
best nor the worst Kind of a negroe,” his overseer in Natchitoches 
Parish, Louisiana, said; rather he was “a middling hand,” or a “Very 
Good Second rate Negroe.” London, however, ran away on 
numerous occasions and bore marks “of Very Violent Punishment.” 
In August 1835, after a severe whipping, a physician wrote: 


his face was sufficiently full and round as past but on seeing the 
other parts of the body which were extremely poor it [his face] 
seemed to be swollen, that the skin on his posteriors was lank 
and wrinkled and that his bones protruded in such a way as to 
resemble more a skeleton than a living person, that not satisfied 
with this examination he introduced his finger into the fundament 
around which the[re] were a number of small flatulent Blisters that 


having intruded his finger as far as the intestines he found them 
very hard and Extremely sensitive and felt some very hard 
tumours & that on withdrawing his finger it was coated with putrid 
Matter on his finger that from the appearance of this matter that 
there must have been internal Tumours or Fistulaes. 


A short time after the doctor’s visit, London died.2' 


Among the 695 slaves listed in the runaway notices for the early 
period, 54 (7.8 percent) showed scars from whipping, beatings, 
cropping, torture, and other forms of severe violence. Among the 
1,316 slaves listed for the later period, 76 (5.8 percent) showed the 
same types of scars. Only 6 slaves in the early period were 
obviously branded by their owners, but the 6 represented nearly 1 
percent of the total, and only 15 had one or both ears cut off (a 
punishment usually reserved for runaways), but they represented 2.2 
percent of the total. While the number of those branded by their 
owners in the later period dropped to 4, and those with cropped ears 
to 12, the fact that 1 out of 13 and 1 out of 17 fugitives (early and late 
periods) were identified by scars resulting from extreme forms of 
punishment reveals much about the peculiar institution.* 


Appearance 


It is doubtful that many runaways branded on the face or disfigured 
from the violent retribution of their masters made it to freedom. But 
others could and did hide their scars by wearing shirts, pants, and 
jackets, and the great majority of runaways, at least as indicated in 
the advertisements, could not be readily identified by the results of 
severe whipping or other violence. They could be recognized, their 
owners believed, by other means, and often this included a 
description of their clothes. 


Most runaways fled in the clothing that their owners had issued 
them. Field hands were generally provided with a least one coarse 
suit of clothes per year—shirts and pants for men, dresses for 
women, long shirts for children. During the early period, the clothing 
was often homespun by black women on the plantation or sewn by 
them from “Negro cloth” purchased by their owners from retailers in 
the North. The attire of a Louisiana hand was typical: in 1830 his 
clothing consisted of a gray jacket, straw hat, blue striped “drilling” 
pantaloons, and work trousers made from “coarse cotton cloth.” 
During the later period, hands sometimes wore ready-made clothes 
provided them by their masters and made or acquired special shirts, 
trousers, and dresses for holidays and church services.22 


Given their limited wardrobes, what is striking about the 
appearance of runaways was the remarkable variety of clothing they 
took with them at the time of their departure. Some stole extra 
apparel, others made special clothes for their flight, and still others 
simply accumulated a selection of different garments. Even those 
who left wearing homespun often took other items. In 1814, the 
Tennessee slave Celia had a yellow calico frock, a blue calico frock, 
a white cambric dress, and two “homespun coarse” dresses, a pair 
of red morocco-eyed slippers tied with a yellow ribbon, and a 
“checkered gingham bonnet (or scoop).” The runaway Solomon wore 
a blue Lindsey coat with yellow metal buttons, an old fur hat, and a 
worn yellow waistcoat; he carried with him a buffalo robe, two or 
three pairs of homespun cotton pantaloons, and “several other 
articles of clothing.” A South Carolina slave wore a “blue negro cloth 
round jacket with new yellow buttons, and blue pantaloons, a grey 
waistcoat with black velvet on the pockets, new boots, and grey 
worsted stockings.” Another South Carolina runaway wore 
homespun shirt and pants and an old cloak, but carried “a large 
stock of Clothing.” Myal, a Tennessee runaway, wore plantation- 
made pants, a cotton shirt, and a wool roundabout. He also had an 
extra pair of white woolen trousers, blue jeans, and a black fur hat. 


“The latter clothes are missing,” the master confided, and Myal 
probably took them when he left.2° 


Other plantation slaves discarded their homespun altogether. The 
Virginia slave Laban fled with a grey lamb’s skin coat, white trousers, 
a double-breasted grey coat, a black cape, and “sundry other 
clothes.” A Kentucky field hand wore a cashmere coat, nice pants, 
shoes, stockings, and a fur hat, taking along a cotton waistcoat and 
three extra pairs of cotton trousers. “She is very fond of dress,” one 
South Carolina owner said of his twenty-year-old black Hannah “and 
carried three or four changes of clothes with her.” When he ran away 
from the plantation of Andre Deslondes in St. John the Baptist 
Parish, Louisiana, Alexander took two suits of clothes, two pairs of 
trousers—one dark cloth, the other striped woolen—a blue-and- 
white-striped jacket, shoes, and a “drab colored hat.” The Mississippi 
plantation hand Patrick dressed “very fine” and had a “fine stock of 
clothes.” Six feet tall, with gold rings on his fingers, Patrick was “a 
very fine looking negro.” Else would “appear in a black Silk or white 
Muslin gown,” her Virginia owner wrote in 1805, “as she had many 
very good clothes, and is fond of dress.” The young North Carolina 
field hand Oba ran away wearing cotton trousers and a short coat 
“napped with black wool and cotton, wove plain.” He also had two 
pairs of “buff casimere breeches,” a grey waistcoat, a white 
waistcoat, a pair of ribbed, woolen stockings, and a double-breasted, 
grey broadcloth coat.?4 


The wardrobes of urban slaves often included a larger selection 
than was available to plantation hands. Those who worked as 
waiters, house servants, stewards, seamstresses, tailors, and 
barbers possessed several suits, dresses, shirts, trousers, jackets, 
and hats. The Richmond house servant Claiborne took with him “a 
great variety of wearing apparel, all of excellent quality,” his master 
said, “much better than is usually given to servants.” Despite being 
employed as a carpenter and railroad hand, Jackson maintained a 


“general assortment of good clothes,” his New Orleans owner said, 
and would no doubt assume “the appearance of a dandy.” When the 
slave Willis boarded a steamboat in New Orleans in 1832, he wore a 
white shirt, brown linen pants, a blue cloth frock coat, and a black 
hat. He also took with him a bundle of clothing wrapped in a sheet. 
The Charleston slave George left his owner in July 1804 wearing a 
brown jacket, brown calico waistcoat, and brown linen pants with 
suspenders. George “is very fond of wearing a Neckcloth with a 
large Pad in it,” his owner said, and although hatless, he would 
probably buy one along the way. Twenty-year-old Walley, also of 
Charleston, wore a blue cloth coat with yellow buttons, thin black 
pants, and a black fur hat when he left in January 1828 but carried 
an extra jacket and two pairs of wool pants wrapped in a carpet.?° 
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The Alabama runaway Jim or Armstead, who had lived five years 


there m nbnut 70 arres im cultivetion; the bo ance 
in tomb cred laned, nnd in point of soil is mot easily 
purpasend, ‘The .whole could be consolidnied end 
form ona tract, which would make it very desirable. 
$ will sell the whole together, or in any quantity to 
suit the convenience of those wishing to buy. I 
would iake young negroce in paymant, or a part in 
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E Runaway, 

N the mght of tbn 9th Nov, last, a negro man 
named JIM or ARMSTEAD, aged abont 22 
years, alinut five feet ten inches high, very likely, 
and when spoken to has a pleasing nppearence; has 
whiskers, No particolar marke recollected, Ue 
wore olf when ha left a for cap, brown cloth frock 
coat, bonta, &e.; had with him a variety of clothing, 
description hot recollected, and will moat likely 
dress very well and ia newest fashion: Ile slso 
rode off a largo bay horse about R year old, a nato- 
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sukli baga, Ke. ~ 1 thidk it most likely that he hee 
attempted to make his way for "in sh Tenn.. oF 
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conveyed him to me, I have bet little doubt that he 
will make for one of the’ places mentioned, and will 
pivoa rensorable reward to any peron who will 
apprehend and commit him to jail, or give ma sach 
information as will lead to the recovery of anid no- 
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in New Orleans, was probably heading to see his free black 


mother in Nashville. He took with him “a variety of clothing” and 


would “most likely dress very well and in newest fashion.” 


Other city slaves took large wardrobes. One New Orleans owner 
did not describe the dress of his slave, a waiter at the St. Charles 
Hotel, but noted he was “genteel, and little on the dandy order.” In 


1832, the twenty-six-year-old personal servant of Kinsey Burden of 
Charleston left wearing a black hat, grey wool pants, a striped 
gingham jacket, and a black bombazette frock coat. In addition, he 
carried along a black sealskin cap, two extra suits, two extra 
waistcoats—one black cassimere and one striped gingham, two 
pairs of white trousers, and a worn, light blue, broadcloth frock coat. 
When he left his owner in New Orleans, Nelson had on a tarpaulin 
hat, blue cotton calico shirt, and cotton pants, but he also possessed 
“an array of clothing” and might be dressed with “a white silk hat, 
blue dress coat, and cloth pantaloons.” George W. Prescott’s petite 
slave Lucy in Charleston wore a handkerchief on her head and a 
calico gown with wide ornamental ruffles, but, he warned, she “may 
change her dress as she carried her trunk.” Others took “an 
abundance of clothing,” “an array of clothing,” “a bundle of clothing.” 
Several owners echoed the sentiments of a New Orleans man who 
complained that his slave had taken with him so many articles of 
clothing that “it is hard to tell what he might wear.”2© 


There were practical as well as stylistic reasons for taking many 
articles of apparel, as the fur or beaver hats and store-bought suits 
indicated. But principally they took along changes of clothing to use 
for disguise. Some slaves were best known in their communities 
because of their dress—Charleston and Christ Church Parish 
residents knew Cyrus, a coachman, for example, by his brown frock 
coat and black beaver hat—and when these slaves donned new 
outfits, they could more readily slip away, as did Cyrus. “She will of 
course appear in different dresses,” a Johns Island, South Carolina, 
planter said of his runaway in 1822. She would be in a variety of 
colors because shortly before leaving she was observed dying a 
number of white dresses.2/ 


Jim was well-known around Beaufort, South Carolina, and its 
vicinity not for his clothing, but as “a noted thief and runaway.” He 
frequently disguised himself as a woman and took the name Sally 


Turner, his master said, “having once been apprehended in women’s 
apparel.” In 1828, he had made it as far as Savannah but was 
captured and brought back. A short time later he ran away again. 
The owner believed he would again disguise himself as a woman. 
Just the reverse was true for the “dark griffe” Crescent City woman 
Mariah, who would try to pass as a boy. She frequently “dressed 
herself in boy’s clothes, and has her hair cut short for the purpose.”@® 


Color, age, gender, distinctive marks, size, and clothing were all 
part of the profile of runaways. So, too, were hair styles. What is 
striking in comparing the early and late periods is the similarity of 
these styles. In both periods, very few runaways were described by 
their hair style. Persons of mixed racial origin were far more likely to 
have their hair described than persons who were described as black. 
In the early period, among 695 slaves, only 38 (5.5 percent) were 
described as having unusual or distinctive hair; mulattoes were three 
times more likely than blacks to have their hair described (24 of 207 
mulattoes, or 12 percent, compared with 14 of 488 blacks, or 3 
percent). It was rare for a male slave to have his hair described as 
bushy, plaited, or standing high on his head. In the later period, 
among 1,316 slaves, only 97 (7 percent) were described by their hair 
style, and persons of mixed origin were nearly five times more likely 
than blacks to have their hair described. The most important change 
involved the proportion of women who were described as having 
unusual hair. In the early period only 1 percent of the female 
runaways were described by their hair style, compared with 5 
percent of the males; in the later period, each group represented 7 
percent of their respective totals.29 


The similarities and differences between the two periods are 
reflected in newspaper advertisements. First, owners in both periods 
were more likely to see straight hair as distinctive; second, with the 
growth of the mulatto population among runaways, this distinction 
became more common; third, in the later period, slave women of 


mixed origin may well have not worn the traditional head scarves in 
order to advertise their straight hair; and fourth, even in the early 
period, bushy or long hair among male runaways was rare. These 
changes were more than stylistic. They pointed to cultural changes 
among slaves as they made the transition from Africans to African 
Americans. 


Personality Traits and Countenance 


Runaways possessed many similar personality traits. Here, too, 
there was diversity, but most runaways demonstrated self- 
confidence, self-assurance, self-possession, determination, and self- 
reliance. They were resourceful, willful, focused, and purposeful. A 
number were quickwitted, wily, and intelligent, while most were 
deceptive and calculating, and not a few were duplicitous and 
scheming when it came to dealing with whites. Perhaps the most 
salient characteristic, however, was courage, especially for those 
who ran away more than once despite severe punishments. Very 
few among them appeared surly, morose, or sullen. Indeed, such 
qualities would have exposed their deep hatred of bondage and 
made them, in their owner's eyes, troublemakers and potential 
runaways. 


Among the most significant characteristics of runaways was their 
intelligence. Masters warned the public to beware of black persons 
who were able to provide credible excuses as to why they were 
traveling in the area. In 1804, one Virginia owner, W. Gatewood, said 
that his “likely negro man by the name of Tom,” alias Tom Smith, 
alias Smith, was a “proud, artful, cunning fellow” who had a “very 
smooth dissembling tongue.” The Georgia mulatto Sam was “a keen 
shrewd fellow” who would “attempt to pass for a free man, and will 
doubtless make for a free state.” She was very “artful and talks very 
properly, and is capable of deceiving any person,” the owner of 


Maria, a “fine tall mulatto” woman, about thirty years of age, 
explained. Her husband was literate and had probably written her a 
pass, and it was “therefore requested that if she should produce a 
pass to examine it very particularly, as she has none from me.” The 
mulatto carpenter George was “very plausible when spoken to, and 
well calculated to deceive.” The black cooper who left a plantation 
near Georgetown, South Carolina, in 1828 was “very credible” and 
often affected a “pleasant but bold smile.” Other runaways were 
described in the same manner: they would change their names, 
produce false passes, wear fraudulent badges, profess to be free, lie 
about their owner, feign an illness. In short, as one master put it, 
they were “very smart and well calculated to deceive.”°° 


In order to deceive, runaways assumed a friendly and polite 
countenance when dealing with whites. This was especially true for 
older runaways, who were often described as amicable, cordial, and 
congenial. The fifty-year-old Kentucky slave who was sent to 
Richmond, Virginia, as a hireling was remarkably polite, often 
repeating “master,” and “making bows almost to the ground.” When 
he absconded, the man who hired him said he was “a very artful 
fellow” and was probably attempting to secure a berth aboard a 
sailing vessel as a free man. It was also true for domestic servants 
and waiters who were often described in the same manner. At age 
twenty-two or twenty-three, Moses, the “waiting-man” for Theodore 
Gaillard, a Charleston gentleman, was described as pleasant, 
amiable, and congenial.?" 

The speech habits of runaways came under close scrutiny in the 
newspaper notices. About 7 and 8 percent of slaves were said to 
speak slowly or to a have a downcast look when they were 
addressed by whites. He has rather “slow speech,” he speaks slowly 
and has “Rather a down look,” she “is slow of speech,” or in the 
words of a Louisiana master, he has “a smiling and downcast look 
when spoken to.” Among this group were a few African-born slaves 


who experienced difficulty pronouncing English words. By 1833, 
Luck had been in the United States many years, but he still 
pronounced words with “difficulty as is generally the case,” an 
observer said, “with all the Congo negroes.” Others spoke in Gullah, 
“Savannah dialect,” a Charleston dialect, or “a brogue different from 
Negroes raised in Eastern Virginia.” Among those who spoke slowly, 
only a tiny number stuttered or had speech impediments. In the early 
period, they numbered only five; and in the later period, only 
twelve.°2 

Indeed, as many slaves were fluent in at least three languages as 
those who stuttered. Slaves in Louisiana during the 1820s and 
1830s were often bilingual, and some spoke French, Spanish, and 
English. Advertised runaways were described as speaking English 
and French, English and Spanish, and as was the case of “creole 
Negress named CELESTINE,” English, French, and Spanish. Others 
spoke English, French, and a little Spanish or French with “broken 
English.” When masters in the region described slaves as “American 
creole,” “American mulatto,” “American negro,” they were pointing 
not only to their American birth but to English as their principal 
language. In the upper states, including Maryland, Virginia, and 
North Carolina, a few runaways were bilingual in German and 
English, especially in sections where German settlers made up a 
significant portion of the population. Henry Kring of Rockingham 
County, Virginia, said that his Negro man Hons, who ran away in 
1807, “speaks generally the German language.”°? 

Whatever their dialect, accent, or language, runaways were 
generally articulate and well-spoken. They were often described as 
fluent and smooth with words and quick with speech. Forty-year-old 
Charles, who called himself Charles Wood, spoke “smooth language 
and will no doubt tell a good story to pass.” The Mississippi slave 
Anthony, who absconded from Natchez in July 1803, spoke French 
and English “tolerably well” and was “artful in telling stories.” Forty- 


five-year-old Tom, who eloped from Soldier’s Rest, Davidson 
County, Tennessee, was remarkably fluent in speech and when 
addressed would always respond without hesitation. A man who ran 
away from Nashville “speaks bold and sensible.” The New Orleans 
slave Sam spoke “very quick, and from the top of the tongue.” The 
South Carolina slave Jacob, who was sold to Louisiana in 1834, 
spoke “quickly, and is rather abrupt in his manner.” One twenty-two- 
year-old black man was “smart and active and speaks very bold in 
conversation.” The griffe man Sam was “soft and smooth in 
conversation.” Sixteen-year-old Frances was quick with words and 
“very intelligent.” A runaway railroad worker spoke in “an impudent, 
self-confident way,” while a Virginia runaway possessed “very good 
language indeed for a slave.”°* 

The personality traits attributed to slaves by their owners and by 
other whites in newspaper advertisements presented only part of the 
picture. Though they did note that some slaves were active, bold, 
surly, and nervous, they rarely described them as defiant, overtly 
resistant, violent. Nor did they admit that they were sometimes afraid 
of their slaves. Runaways often demonstrated all of these traits, and 
owners and overseers were sometimes timid in dealing with such 
runaways. In their owners’ opinion, these slaves were “quarrelsome,” 
“disorderly,” and “disobedient”; they were vicious, turbulent, and 
violent. Whites admitted that they were unable to control such 
slaves. As one master said, his man was “utterly disobedient and 
ungovernable” and despite every “admonition and threat continued 
to disobey him and runaway.” Since this owner refused to use chains 
or other restraints, the only solution was a sale. When a fifteen-year- 
old Maryland girl named Eliza absconded, was captured, brought 
back, and threatened with sale to Georgia, she replied that she 
would “as leave go to Georgia as any where else.” She ran away the 
next day. The owner went to Annapolis, looked up a business 
associate who knew Eliza’s mother, and went to the associate’s 
office. After being there a few minutes, he related, “the door opened 


and in walked Eliza.” The master said he was glad to see her. She 
replied, “I| want nothing to do with you.” She might be forcibly taken 
back, she added, “but she would not stay with him.” The owner sent 
her to jail and arranged for her sale.°° 


Table 5 
Countenance of Slaves as Described in Runaway Advertisements 


Early Period, Late Period, 
1790-1816 1838-1860 
Description Number Percentage Number Percentage 

Intelligent/Artful 81 12 142 11 
Friendly/Polite 81 12 131 10 
Cunning 52 8 51 4 
Looks Down/Slow Speech 46 7 108 8 
Active 46 7 79 6 
Bold 27 4 34 3 
Surly 20 3 37 3 
Nervous 17 2 39 3 


Source: Computed from RSDB; since some slaves were listed in more than one eee totals 
are not included. 

Such defiance was not uncommon among runaways. They were 
described as displaying “bad and vicious habits,” refusing to obey 
orders, refusing to work, and refusing to “perform services required.” 
Like Eliza, they vowed not to live on their owners’ farm or plantation, 
threatened owners and overseers, and asserted that no amount of 
punishment would make them change their attitudes. The owner 
Cosmore Robinson said that his slave was “surly, morose and 
discontented,” a man who was obviously “greatly dissatisfied with his 
state of servitude.” Others were noted for their open defiance, 
“violent and determined temper,” refusal to submit, and their threats 
against the master’s family. When the owner of one runaway 
decided to sell him, he arranged for the sheriff to put him in jail. He 
was familiar with the slave’s “Character and disposition to do harm” 


and believed that if the slave knew he was going to be sold the 
owner's family “would be in great danger.”°° 


Three case studies—from South Carolina, Texas, and Maryland 
—illustrate this aspect of the profile of a runaway. Owned by Mary 
Cobb of Columbia, South Carolina, Leely ran away on numerous 
occasions. On one occasion when Leely was out, Cobb, who knew 
she was “concealed and lurking” about town, hired her out, if the 
hirer would “take the risk and trouble of finding and getting 
possession of said slave.” After finding Leely, the hirer offered to 
purchase her, but Cobb would not sell because the black woman 
“was very evil disposed towards her,” if “sold to any person in 
Columbia, she might do her mischief.” A few months later, Leely 
insulted a member of Mary Cobb’s family in the street and was 
arrested and publicly whipped.°’ 


The testimony of a Texas overseer concerning the slave Miles, 
who worked on a farm in San Augustine County, suggests that 
runaways were often openly defiant. When a visitor arrived at the 
farm in 1852 searching for stolen goods, Gilbert B. Mclver, the 
overseer, sent a slave to the field where Miles was plowing to 
procure the key to his locked cabin door. He refused to give it up. 
When this was repeated a second time, Mclver broke down Miles’s 
door but found nothing. Miles became angry and told Mclver that he 
“was the first Man that ever sent for his Keys, or that broke into his 
house.” The overseer explained: 


In the day after the occurrence of the matter about the Key, of his, | 
went into the field where he was ploughing, and he had a hatchet, or 
Hand axe, tied and swung to his Plough: and | thought at the time, 
that he had it for the purpose, in case he was attacked by me, or if | 
went to Correct him, to resist me with it. | did not go near him at the 
time to attempt to Correct him, but just let him plough on, as | was 
unarmed, and had nothing to defend myself with at the time. 


Miles refused to “mind, or give obedience to his overseer,” and if 
he were to be corrected “he would fight; he might, if he had the 
opportunity, run,” but in any event he would resist. He was “disposed 
to have his own way, and if a manager ordered him to do a task he 
would grouse and sometimes not perform the work if he were so 
inclined.” When a few days later, armed with a gun and 
accompanied by a neighbor and his dogs, Mclver went to the fields 
where Miles was plowing to correct him, Miles darted into the woods 
carrying his hatchet.°° 

Such defiance was also demonstrated by “a negro slave named 
Peter,” whose owner was regarded as kind and benevolent. The 
owner, John Wood of Frederick County, Maryland, had provided for 
the future freedom of his slaves, including Peter, who was to be 
manumitted when he reached age thirty. By age twenty, in 1838, 
however, Peter had become extremely restive. Hired out to a farmer 
in the area, he ran away, then ran away again, and then, ona 
number of different occasions, absented himself without permission. 
After being jailed, Peter threatened his owner’s family, vowed he 
would never return to his owner, and asserted that being put in jail 
would never break his spirit. He became, his owner said, unruly, 
insubordinate, and disobedient. Incarceration had “no effect on his 
bearing or his insurrectionary spirit.” Indeed, even in jail Peter 
boasted “of his freedom from all fear or restraint.”°9 


How and When Slaves Absconded 


Although the spectacular escapes depicted in slave narratives and 
abolitionist literature were not without their basis in fact, the great 
majority of runaways left neither dramatically nor in the end 
successfully. Rather, they sneaked off at night, on Saturday 
afternoon or Sunday, or during holidays; they stowed away on sailing 
vessels and steamboats, crawled into the back of wagons, 


concealed themselves in barns, outbuildings, or abandoned houses; 
they camped out in the woods and swamps. A few rode off on their 
owners’ horses or with their wagons or gigs. By the 1840s and 
1850s, some slipped aboard trains or attempted to purchase tickets 
as free persons.*° 


Despite the unique circumstances surrounding each flight, slaves 
confronted a number of choices about whether they should run away 
alone, with members of their families, or in groups; whether they 
should attempt to use written passes, don a disguise, seek 
assistance from whites or free blacks, leave at a certain time; and 
whether or not they should strike out for a city, a remote area near 
the plantation, or to some distant land. Even in the early period, 
certain patterns emerged with regard to how and when slaves 
absconded. By then, the number of African- and West Indian-born 
slaves in the South had declined significantly, and American-born 
slaves, now second and third generation, were dominant. As in other 
aspects of the runaway’s profile, there were only modest changes 
between the early and the later periods, and those that did occur 
were a result of virtual elimination of African-born blacks in the slave 
population. 

In both periods, a large proportion of runaways set out alone. In 
the early period, nearly 80 percent in Virginia were alone, 71 percent 
in North Carolina, and between 51 and 57 percent in Tennessee, 
South Carolina, and Louisiana; the average in the five states was 60 
percent. In the Lower South and Tennessee, there were eighty-eight 
African-born slaves, compared with none in Virginia and two in North 
Carolina. Africans were twice as likely as creoles to leave in groups, 
and their presence pulled the individual runaway percentages down 
in South Carolina, Louisiana, and Tennessee to slightly more than 
half. By the late period, the proportion of slaves who absconded 
alone in the five states had risen to 72 percent. This ranged from 
slightly more than 60 percent for Tennessee, to two-thirds in Virginia 


and North Carolina, to 73 percent in South Carolina and 82 percent 
in Louisiana. By then, those who ran away in groups were more 
likely to abscond with one or two others, and those in groups of five 
or more represented a meager 5 percent of the runaway 
population.* In short, by the 1840s and 1850s, the vast majority of 
runaways—95 percent—struck out on their own or with one or two 
others. 


The “others” included slaves living on the same plantation, 
belonging to the same owner, working on the same projects, or hired 
out in the same industries. They also included slaves belonging to 
the same estate, to the same deceased owner, or the same new 
owner. Blacks absconded together after committing crimes in 
collusion with one another or when they were about to be sold, 
occasionally after plotting with fellow slaves on a neighboring 
plantation. The largest group of “others” in the runaway population 
included slaves belonging to the same owner or to members of the 
same family. Various family members comprised about one out of 
three of the “others” in the early period, and about one out of four in 
the late period. 

Similarly, only small changes occurred in the profile among hired 
and skilled runaways, those who obtained false papers, or who were 
literate. In both periods, between 2 and 4 percent of the runaways 
were hired slaves and 15 percent possessed special skills as house 
servants, artisans, tailors, seamstresses, cooks, barbers, waiters, 
butlers, laundresses, or vendors. In both periods, 7 percent of the 
runaways were believed to be carrying forged freedom papers or 
owners’ passes, while the literacy rate among absconders between 
the early and late periods rose from about 2 percent to 4 percent. It 
appears that the proportion of hired runaways was somewhat 
smaller than the proportion of hirelings in the general slave 
population, while the percentage of runaways who were literate was 


about the same, and those with special skills slightly higher than in 
the general population.*2 


As suggested by the small percentage who carried—or were 
believed to carry—false papers, it was not easy to obtain forged 
papers. The problem was further exacerbated if a recipient were 
illiterate, as most were, and his or her explanation did not coincide 
with what was written on the forged documents. Occasionally field 
hands did obtain counterfeit certificates, but it was usually city slaves 
who obtained papers and attempted to pose either as self-hired 
slaves or free blacks. The New Orleans mulatto Robert, who ran 
away in August 1839, produced papers saying he had permission to 
hire himself out. Another Crescent City slave, Lewis, secured a pass 
to visit his wife, and since that time, his master noted, “I have not 
seen him.” The Charleston drayman Frank posed as a free person of 
color and wore a fake badge “as a protection against being 
committed.”49 


Slaves who obtained passes or wrote them for themselves were 
described as intelligent, artful, and “plausible” men and women who 
appeared “to be very truthful.” Virginia master Hopewell Parsons told 
readers that his slave Eve possessed a “signed” document saying 
that she was Henry Cooper’s emancipated slave Sally Cole. Eve 
used the document to her advantage, remaining at large for nearly a 
year. A Tennessee owner said his slave obtained a pass “from some 
person in the neighborhood” and was heading for Ohio or Virginia. 
The owner of Georgia carpenter Jacob said his slave obtained “a 
sealed pass, endorsed ‘a pass for Jacob from Oglethorpe County 
Georgia, to the State of Delaware.” It said that he should be 
permitted to ride any stage coach. He was last seen on the main 
road heading north out of Columbia, South Carolina.*4 


Literate slaves sometimes wrote their own passes. Kitt was a 
“very likely fellow,” could read and write, and would probably “furnish 
himself with a pass,” one New London, Virginia, owner wrote in 


1805. “He is very intelligent,” one advertisement said of a slave who 
escaped from a private jail in Richmond. The runaway could read 
and write very well; there was little doubt he would “have in his 
possession Forged Papers and Passes.” The mulatto Charleston 
tailor Joshua, who belonged to the estate of Sabina Hall, could read 
and write and “may attempt to pass by forged papers as free.” 
“There can be little doubt of his attempting to pass as a free man,” 
the owner of Richmond slave Samuel Barker said in 1805, “as a 
forged certificate of his freedom was found the day after he went 
off."4° 


The effective use of papers is illustrated by the field hand Levi, 
who escaped in 1850 from a plantation near Goldsboro, North 
Carolina. He stole the manumission deeds of Luke and Ned Hall, 
free blacks in the neighborhood. Attempting to use Luke Hall’s 
papers to board a train, he was detected and the papers confiscated. 
But Levi escaped, and with a second set of papers, he journeyed to 
the hamlet of Black Creek, about twenty miles from Goldsboro in 
Wayne County, where he inquired of a station master how he could 
get to Raleigh. This was probably a ploy, Levi's owner James G. 
Edwards explained, and “it is suspected that he may still be lurking 
somewhere in this region.”*© 


The moment in time chosen by slaves to run away was in part 
determined by individual circumstances—sale of a child, punishment 
of a wife or husband, a severe whipping, the decision of a master to 
move, the death of an owner—but a number were biding their time 
until they were sure that their absence would not be immediately 
detected or that the weather would not be a hindrance. Among the 
runaways whose exact departure time could be determined from 
newspaper notices (611 of 695 in the early period, 1,073 of 1,316 in 
the late period), there were similar seasonal trends. In both periods, 
the number of runaways in the autumn months dropped, when 
harvesting made surveillance close. Between 17 and 18 percent of 


runaways left between late September and late December. In the 
winter-spring-summer, the numbers increased. Although there were 
variations among states, by the later period the numbers of 
runaways by season, excluding autumn, were almost identical: 296 
in the winter, 289 in the spring, and 295 in the summer, about 27 
percent per season. 


African-born Runaways 


In many ways, then, there was a remarkable continuity over a period 
of seventy years in the profile of runaways. The largest single 
disparity involved African-born runaways. In the late period, there 
were only three among the entire population, but in the early period, 
as indicated previously, there were 90 runaways among the 695, or 
13 percent, who were Africans. As would be expected, their profile is 
unique. Indeed, many of the differences between the two periods 
were the result of the Africans, who made up a small but significant 
group of the early runaways.*’ 


Even more than the American-born, African-born runaways were 
predominantly male (88 percent) and described as black or very 
black (90 percent), but their age groupings were not unlike other 
runaways, being mostly in their teens and twenties. There were 
none, however, who were beyond their thirties, and the proportion of 
those twelve or under was several times that of the American-born, 
as African-born parents more often took their children with them 
during flight. None was literate, one was said to have a pass, and 
one out of eight was said to be bilingual. Besides these differences, 
among African-born slaves nearly two-thirds (58 of 90) ran away in 
groups of two or more, and one-third (30 of 90) in groups of five or 
more; while among American-born slaves, one-third (223 of 605) ran 
away in groups of two or more and 14 percent (84 of 605) in groups 
of five or more. Among the African-born to an even greater extent 


than among creole slaves, those setting off together were members 
of the same families or kinship groups. 


The physical characteristics of African-born slaves were more 
obvious than for any group of runaways. Described as Mandingo, 
Ebo, “Congo,” “Guinea,” or African, in most cases, their appearance 
was not unlike Nuncanna, a slave who lived on a farm in Tennessee. 
Absconding with two other African-born slaves in 1815, Nuncanna 
was about thirty years old, with “very long fore-teeth, appearing 
sharp as if the ends of them had been filed.” He spoke “very bad 
English” and was marked “by the African mark.” Other African-born 
runaways also had filed teeth and had marks of their “nation” on their 
cheeks, noses, forehead, and chins. The “Guinea negress” Rosalie 
in Louisiana, for example, had “marks of her country” on both sides 
of her face; while the Congo black Carloe had tattoos “from the ears 
to the eyes.”*8 


Even in the 1820s and 1830s, the physical appearance of 
African-born slaves, now very few in number, had not changed 
significantly. Rosalia, alias Felicite, a forty-two-year-old woman, was 
owned by a New Orleans physician. Her master spoke disparagingly 
of her: she had “a stupid countenance,” spoke almost no English and 
only “broken French,” and had “marks of her country” on her cheeks. 
Despite her owner’s remarks, in 1834 she left her employer, crossed 
the Mississippi River, journeyed to the suburb of Lafayette, then 
traveled to the various plantations where she had “many 
acquaintances.” During her journey, she told anyone who questioned 
her that she had her owner’s permission to seek a new owner. The 
few who spoke English or had in various ways adjusted to their new 
environment were still identified by their homeland: Congo-born 
Rose of Louisiana, who spoke French, English, and Spanish; the 
“African negro” Antoine who ran away from auctioneers in New 
Orleans; and “African” Billy who ran from a plantation South 
Carolina.*? 


Thus, the profile of a runaway reveals a diversity in origin, 
appearance, language, skills, color, physique, gender, and age. 
There were African-born blacks, slaves who spoke only French or 
Spanish, slaves who were highly skilled and privileged, others who 
worked in the fields. There were young boys and girls, and elderly 
men and women. There were some who began absconding at age 
eight and ten; there was a fourteen-year-old youngster who stood 
four feet seven and a half inches tall; and there were old men 
described as feeble, scared, crippled, and “quite grey.”°° 


Yet, there was remarkable continuity over time and in different 
states in the profile of a runaway. It would probably be difficult to find 
any group in the United States that changed less over a period of 
seventy years. When one considers the expansion of slavery across 
the Appalachians, the growth and expanding economic base of free 
blacks, and the increase of the slaveholding class, the similarities 
among runaways—in gender, age, color, physical characteristics, 
appearance, personality traits, and methods of absconding—seem 
all the more remarkable. The persistence was not because those 
who ran away were successful or even because the young men who 
left in greatest numbers could best endure punishment following 
capture. Rather, it revealed the nature of slave resistance: those who 
could best defy the system with even a remote chance of success— 
young, strong, healthy, intelligent men—continued to do so 
relentlessly from one generation to the next. 
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10 
Managing Human Property 


ON THE THIRD SUNDAY IN JANUARY 1854, William J. Rowe took charge 
of Palestine, soon to be christened Morville Plantation, in Concordia 
Parish, Louisiana. Hired as manager and overseer by Eustace 
Surget, a member of one of the richest slaveholding families in 
Mississippi and Louisiana, Rowe found “all well” and counted 46 
“negroes on the place.” Located about ten miles south of Vidalia and 
comprising some 1,638 acres valued in 1861 at $81,000, Morville 
was not especially unique, boasting 17 mules, 23 horses, 10 oxen, 
24 cattle, and machinery. Nor was the plantation unusual in the 
expansion that occurred during the 1850s. By the end of 1854, 18 
slaves were added by purchase or transfer. By the end of 1855, 48 
sheep were added to the livestock. By 1860, the slave force had 
risen to 115, while 569 bales of cotton were sent to market. 


What was unusual was that Rowe, and his successor in 1855, T. 
D. Clement, kept a record of plantation runaways. The numerous 
entries created an astonishing picture of plantation turmoil and slave 
resistance. The notations concerning punishments were equally 
remarkable: both managers responded in an almost perfunctory, 
nonchalant manner, as if such conditions—numerous runaways and 
repeat offenders—were simply an unavoidable aspect of plantation 
life. During a four-month stretch in the late spring and summer of 
1854, Rowe listed eight men who ran away at least once, including 
Albert, Anthony, Jerry, George, David, Lewis, Edmund, and Ellick 
Stallian; he listed three slaves who ran away twice, including Martha, 


Elisha, and Sam King. This was an average of three incidents per 
month. Most of the slaves remained out only a few weeks. “Martha 
went off this morning,” Rowe wrote on 19 May 1854, noting ten days 
later that he retrieved her from the Vidalia jail. Rowe put some of the 
men in stocks for a few days. Others, like Sam King and Jerry, he 
took to the blacksmith who “put Irons on their necks and one leg of 
each boy.” 


Apparently the punishments had little effect. The next year, 
despite a new overseer, the number of runaways, including repeats, 
continued apace. During 1855, T. D. Clement, while not as precise a 
record keeper as his predecessor, named eighteen slaves in thirty- 
six separate runaway incidents. Except for September 15-18, 
October 12-November 1, November 15-December 12, and 
December 17-21, there was at least one hand out each day. On 14 
March 1855, seven slaves were gone, roughly 10 percent of the 
slave force. In all, fourteen of the eighteen runaways were male. 
George absconded nine times during the year; Edmund four times; 
Ellick Stallian, Elisha, and Butler three times each. Sam King 
remained out nearly six months, Ellick Stallian was gone for 55 days, 
and Elisha stayed away for 43 days. The average absence was 
fifteen days. In all, a total of 543 “man-days” were lost on Morville in 
a single year.‘ 

According to historian William Scarborough, this was unusual 
among the largest planters in the South. But the record of one 
plantation reveals a good deal about plantation management. First, 
plantation owners and managers expected a certain number of 
slaves to run away, as a matter of course. Firm and consistent 
punishment might slow such “offences” but never stop them 
altogether. On Morville, some of the worst offenders were put in 
stocks for up to a week. Second, production could actually go up if 
slaves were driven hard enough, even in the midst of such 
turbulence. Working half-days Saturday, with Sundays and one 


holiday each year off, planters could produce good results. In the 
case of Morville, between 1854-55 and 1855-56 there was a 300 
percent increase in the number of bales of cotton sent to market (60 
to 250 bales) despite what an outsider might consider severe labor 
unrest. Lastly, managers and overseers struggled to solve this 
problem, tightening discipline, increasing workloads, increasing 
punishments, and honing methods of capturing and returning 
runaways. As they did so, more slaves ran away. 


Managers and Overseers 


Overseeing a plantation was at best a difficult undertaking. 
Managers were asked to be firm, fair, and demanding as well as 
vigilant, compassionate, and strict. They were told to punish slaves 
who did not adhere to plantation rules but never to use threats or 
excessive force. They were expected to go to the fields with the 
hands; remain there until the end of each day; keep an eye on 
livestock, farm machinery, and the storehouse; and maintain 
accurate records of how slaves worked. They should do everything 
in their power, one slave owner instructed, to protect pregnant 
women and “sucklers’—every baby was worth several hundred 
dollars—and in other ways protect “the condition and value of the 
negroes.” They should be knowledgeable about the plantation and 
know how and when to plant a crop, correct slaves, appoint drivers, 
organize a work routine, and produce a good crop. “A good crop 
means one that is good taking into consideration every thing,” a 
planter in the Yazoo-Mississippi Delta wrote respecting the 
management of his estate, “hands, breeding women, children, 
mules, Stocks, provisions, farming utensils of all Sorts & Keeping up 
land, ditches, fences.” 


Those who could bring in “a good crop” were in great demand, 
especially during the decades preceding the Civil War as the 


plantation system expanded in many regions. “If you have the 
courage to drive Negroes,” a Demopolis, Alabama, man wrote a 
friend in North Carolina in 1859, “there are overseers about here no 
larger man than you are who are getting” as much as one thousand 
dollars a year. In Alabama, as elsewhere, they were hired almost 
exclusively by “planters’—those with at least twenty slaves—and 
even among the planters, those with twenty or twenty-five slaves 
could sometimes not afford to hire overseers. It was a matter of 
prestige, however, to have an overseer, and whenever possible, 
slave owners hired someone to take care of the day-to-day 
operations.° The large slaveholders—those with at least fifty in the 
slave force—relied almost exclusively on managers and/or 
overseers, men who lived on the plantation, often in small houses 
near the quarters, and were responsible for maintaining control, 
order, and discipline “among the negroes.” On the largest estates 
there was a chain of command, with managers administering 
overseers, who administered slave drivers, who watched over the 
slaves. 


Among the many problems overseers dealt with—bad weather, 
insects, disease, theft, low yields, owner dissatisfaction—one of the 
most vexing and troublesome was runaway slaves. It was a problem 
that confronted the vast majority of managers, and one that seemed 
to have no solution. It did not seem to matter whether they cajoled, 
chastised, or severely punished offenders; whether they threatened 
to sell, trade, or transfer loved ones; whether they gave cash 
payments, allowed special privileges, or permitted visits to town. 
Whatever method they tried, slaves continued to run away, alone or 
with their families, young and old, men and women. At times they 
intentionally disrupted the work routine, setting out at the peak of the 
planting or harvesting season. At other times, they left during a slow 
time or during the Christmas holiday season. It was the overseer’s 
responsibility to prevent such transgressions, capture and return the 
derelicts, and punish the wrongdoers. 


Prevention was a difficult undertaking. In fact, most overseers 
came to the conclusion that they would never be able to “eradicate 
the evil,” even if they were to put their trust in slaves, and most did 
not. South Carolina overseer William Capers, who had worked for a 
succession of large rice planters from Georgetown to the Savannah 
River, recalled the advice given him by his uncle with regard to 
managing slaves. It was the best he had ever heard: “if a Man put 
his confidence in a Negro He was simply a Damned Fool.” John 
Merriman, who managed a plantation in southern Louisiana, learned 
this from experience. “Linzy had no earthly grounds for leaving, nor 
his wife either,” Merriman wrote in 1840. When he discovered that 
Linzy had also made off with a double-barreled shotgun, he 
remarked: “So much for letting the most trusty have fire arms.”* The 
best way to deal with this type of behavior, a number of overseers 
came to believe, was by wielding the whip. To flog obdurate slaves 
in the presence of family members and other slaves, they said, was 
a good way to discourage misconduct. 


But most overseers lacked experience and often found 
themselves being tested from the moment they arrived at the 
plantation. “Some of the negroes are endeavoring to try the mettle 
and temper of the new overseer,” a Louisiana planter wrote in 1842. 
“Ned gave him some trouble and threatened not to live under his 
management.” Ned was usually “a quiet well disposed negro” and 
was probably induced to challenge the overseer by other slaves, the 
master concluded. “As he escaped punishment for running away 
when | discharged the late overseer, | thought it best to punish him 
wch | did pretty severely.” In other cases, new overseers seemed 
incapable of managing and controlling slaves and called on others to 
assist them. One admitted he could do little to allay “disturbances 
among the negroes.” Many new managers were tested daily, as 
slaves challenged their authority and refused to obey their orders. As 
a result, overseers left or were fired regularly. “My Irish Overseer quit 
me on Sunday—and | am without an overseer,” one Louisiana 


planter said in 1841, matching the experiences of his neighbors. It 
was a slow period, and he believed he was “better off without one.”° 


But even overseers as experienced and cynical as William 
Capers faced problems of how and when to employ extreme 
punishments, whether brutal reprisals might create a brooding, 
vengeful workforce, or worse, precipitate additional runaways. 
Sometimes even the mildest correction could result in an extreme 
response. Overseer William Jacobs found himself in such a situation 
in 1837 when he disciplined a black woman, and the woman’s 
husband threatened him with a knife. In his report to the plantation 
owner, Jacobs paraphrased the husband’s response: “I had abused 
his wife and that he was not going to put up with it and that | was an 
unjust man and that | might go get my gun and Kill him & bury him 
but that he was not a going to put up with any other punishment of 
himself or family.” A short time later, the slave vanished.® 


At various times, overseers spent a good deal of time tracking 
down runaways. “I have not been able to Ketch that Boy as yet,” one 
wrote in 1839. “I saw his sign today and find that he can run yet so | 
think he is not hurt very Bad.” “I have not had the good luck to catch 
Lew yet and have offered $25 reward for him,” another wrote Lew’s 
owner in Lynchburg, Virginia. “His staying out so long will have a bad 
affect on the rest of the negroes and | though|t] it best to get him as 
soon as possible.” Three weeks later, Lew was “still out beating 
about the place every night or two but as yet Keeps out of my reach.” 
John Betson Traylor served as overseer for a number of planters but 
had the same trouble. He noted in his diary in March 1834: “Abrom 
runaway for nothing,” and ten days later “Went to Mr. Crumton’s mills 
to catch a runaway negro he was caut the night before and got a 
way agane and | did not see him his name is Abrom.”’ Overseers 
found it difficult to spend more than a few days pursuing slaves, and 
even then they were forced to leave the plantation under minimal 
supervision. 


When they did come across outlying slaves, overseers were 
sometimes surprised at their fierce resistance. Archibald Hyman, an 
overseer in Northampton County, North Carolina, followed the slave 
Washington into the woods and “undertook to whip him for his 
Conduct.” The slave, however, “raised his Hoe at Me and Swore that 
| Should Not whip him, | then ordered the Negros to take him, he 
then Swore that if one of them laid hands on him he would give them 
the hoe. he then left for the woods again.” Others who pursued 
runaways carried their own weapons. The overseer of a Terrebonne 
Parish, Louisiana, estate spent an entire day in the woods hunting 
the escaped slave Isum, who had assaulted him and run off. When 
he discovered Isum, he did not wait for him to surrender but simply 
shot him four times in the hips and legs. Chandler Brown and William 
Dunn, overseers in St. Paul’s Parish, South Carolina, were also 
armed when they set out to search for a gang of runaways, but the 
table was turned when they came upon their prey. Both were shot; 
Brown died from his wounds, and Dunn barely survived.® 


If runaways avoided capture in the period immediately following 
their departure, overseers looked to other means to reclaim them. 
They hired slave catchers, with their packs of hounds; sent 
descriptions to local authorities; and as a last resort, placed an 
advertisement in newspapers that offered a reward. These actions 
were usually taken in consultation with plantation owners. For some 
overseers placing notices would have entailed a large amount of 
time and effort, such as on the Morville Plantation. The delay 
between the time when slaves set out and when advertisements 
were placed indicates that a significant proportion of overseers, 
managers, and owners spent the first few weeks hunting outlyers 
themselves or waiting for them to return of their own accord. In the 
early period, one out of four advertisers waited at least four weeks 
before placing their notice, and 7 percent waited more than four 
months. During the 1840s and 1850s, one out of three advertisers 
waited at least four weeks before placing a notice, and one out of ten 


waited at least four months. Thus, despite improved transportation 
and easier access to local and state newspapers, owners and 
managers were taking longer to place their notices. The overseer of 
John Henry Eaton’s estate in Tennessee, for example, waited nearly 
a month before advertising for Claiborne, a slave about forty years 
old. He was among a growing number of overseers who waited for 
runaways to return or be captured.’ 


When these efforts failed, overseers alerted jailers, justices of the 
peace, sheriffs, friends, neighbors, and planters who owned relatives 
of runaways. They read newspaper notices for listings of recent 
arrests. And they sought to allay the concerns of their employers 
with regard to why slaves under their supervision went on the run. “l 
am very sorry that this difficulty has arisen with so usefull a hand,” 
one overseer wrote his employer concerning a hired runaway; “and 
you may early discover Madam from what pased at the time that he 
left his business without any apprehention of punishment.”'° 


But following his capture, it was highly likely he would indeed be 
punished. On most plantations, overseers were given instructions 
about the amount of corporal punishment to be administered, but 
they were also permitted a degree of latitude. The punishments for 
runaways included placing them in irons or shackles, putting them in 
stocks, leaving them in jail, and, most commonly, whipping. “The 
highest punishment must not exceed 100 lashes in one day,” a 
South Carolina planter instructed his overseer. For a first offense, an 
overseer might administer a mild correction, but even then the 
number of lashes might exceed 50, and on some plantations 
runaways routinely received 100 stripes. Overseers whipped 
runaways with a leather strap, eighteen inches long and two inches 
wide, fastened to a wooden handle; or with a “rawhide” or “cowskin” 
whip, a strip of untanned ox hide three feet long and tapering to a 
point at the end." 


The problems overseers faced in attempting to deal with 
runaways and the difficulties this group experienced in the smooth 
management of a plantation were well illustrated in a report written in 
1816 by Roswell King to Pierce Butler concerning the slave Jimoney, 
who “was out a whole week in the woods.” The slave said he had 
been insulted by a black driver. 


His excuse for going off was mere nothing, had got affronted 
with his driver. After talking to him as | thot sufficient | gave him his 
choice to loose his next clothing, or to pay up his lost time in 
Sundays work. As you could not be the looser & | advised him to 
do the work, which he had done and all accounts Settled. | am 
sure that is better than to have given him 100 lashes. 


After many years experience, and numerous floggings for lying 
out, King had come to realize that it was virtually impossible to halt 
the practice. He had tried the harshest punishments, administering 
100 stripes on many occasions, now he would try the mildest. '2 


Few overseers were able to solve the problem of slaves running 
away, whatever the method of correction. Indeed, many of them 
were young, inexperienced men incapable of coping with the 
complex problems of managing a large plantation. They came and 
went, sometimes remaining for only a few months and rarely more 
than a few years. They frequently left the “profession” entirely after 
failing to satisfy their employers. The difficulties overseers faced 
were how to maintain an effective workforce in the midst of such 
turmoil, how to search for runaways without disrupting the plantation 
routine, and how to correct runaways without damaging valuable 
property. They never solved these dilemmas. The best they could do 
was to pursue, capture, and punish the many offenders. 1? 


What Should Masters Do? 


There was no doubt in his mind, one anonymous planter near the 
Georgia-Alabama line wrote in 1851, that “firmness, decision and 
uniformity” were the best means of governing slaves. Owners who 
stormed, shouted, and raged could not effectively manage their 
property. “He who fights most, and blusters most, and threatens 
most is not the man who has the most work done, or who keeps his 
operatives under best government,” he continued; storms of passion 
would inevitably result in “trouble, rebellions and runaways.” Owners 
should “keep a vigilant patrol on their own premises,” a group of 
Virginia slaveholders added, “make frequent nightly examinations of 
their negro quarters and not permit any slave to leave the premises 
without a written permission.”'4 


Other planters echoed these sentiments. In the management of 
slaves, there should always “be perfect uniformity of conduct toward 
them,” punishment should be moderate but certain—nothing was 
worse than harsh corrections “irregularly inflicted.” Yet no slave 
should be allowed to break plantation rules without being punished. 
“Every person should be made perfectly to understand what they are 
punished for,” another planter added, “and should be made to 
perceive that they are not punished in anger, or through caprice.”!° 


Such advice came from the pages of periodicals such as De 
Bow’s Review, Southern Cultivator, Farmer’s Register, Carolina 
Planter, and Farmer and Planter, in articles “On the Management of 
Slaves,” “The Management of Negroes,” “Judicious Management of 
the Plantation Force,” “Moral Management of Negroes,” and 
“Management of Slaves.” It also came in conversations and 
correspondence between slaveholders. Indeed, there seemed to be 
no end to discussions about how to manage slaves, what incentives 
to offer, what liberties to grant, what penalties to inflict, and how to 
respond to slaves who refused to obey the rules. '© 


Yet there was almost complete silence about how to manage 
slaves who refused to be managed; who scoffed at punishments no 


matter how painful; who remained belligerent, hate-filled, and violent; 
and who constantly struck for freedom. The reasoned and logical 
discussions about management techniques bore little resemblance 
to conditions on most plantations. Nor did they provide much help in 
dealing with runaways. Even to discuss the problem, except on a 
case-by-case basis, would be to acknowledge the depth of 
discontent among slaves. It would also reveal the failure of slave 
owners to deal effectively with this problem. 

In both the early and late periods, the great majority of 
slaveholders in the South were forced at one time or another to deal 
with runaways. It was a rare owner, large or small, who could boast 
that he had never had a slave abscond from his farm or plantation. It 
was also a rare owner, even among the largest planters, with fifty or 
more slaves, who did not deal with this problem personally. Those 
who hired managers and overseers became involved in the 
punishment phase or in the sale of especially recalcitrant slaves, 
while masters who could not afford overseers became involved in 
pursuing, capturing, punishing, and, if necessary, selling runaways. 
For most of the nonplanter class, runaways not only posed control 
problems but represented a significant loss in time and money. '’ 


How did masters deal with this perennial problem? What actions 
did they take? How successful were their solutions? The largest 
slaveholders seemed to expect a certain number of runaways each 
year. Indeed, they established a routine for capturing, returning, and 
correcting absentees that was almost casual. For privileged slaves 
who ran off rarely, the punishment was usually mild. The situation 
with Thomas Chaplin’s slave Jim was probably typical in this regard. 
Jim was a slave of many talents: he ginned cotton, did carpentry, 
and could take on a host of jobs for his South Carolina owner. He 
made fence gates, dug wells, fashioned shafts for ox carts, erected 
hog pens, and built trunks for dams to protect the fields from 
flooding. Though surprised when he ran away, upon his return 


fourteen days later, Chaplin “Gave Jim a very moderate punishment, 
say about 60 paddles, put on his bare hide, with my own hands.” 
Soon after, Jim’s privileges and possessions, which Chaplin had 
confiscated while he was out, were restored.1® 


It was clear that even with slaves constantly taking to the woods 
and lying out the master’s production and profits would not be 
seriously damaged, so small was the cost of sustaining slaves 
compared with the profits generated from the sale of staple crops. 
With regard to lost labor, one response was to push harder the 
slaves remaining behind. One overseer, noting that on his plantation 
“the negroes ran away a great deal—they [dislike me] so much,” 
explained that runaways generally returned “within a fortnight.” If 
they did not or if too many of them went off at once, he would make 
the others work on Sundays and deprive them of special privileges. 
“The negroes on the plantation could always bring [missing slaves] in 
if they chose to,” he said. The outlyers “depended on them for their 
food, and they had only to stop the supplies to oblige them to 
surrender.” Since those who went out were usually brought back 
within the fortnight, they did not represent a serious economic loss 
nor did the temporary loss of hands mean the work could not be 
transferred to those who remained behind. '? 


The largest planters had the luxury of transferring slaves from 
one plantation to another or to a different location and different 
occupation. Rather than selling two slaves who ran away in 1833 
from his St. Mary Parish estate in Louisiana, David Weeks sent them 
to his Grand Cote Plantation, located on a remote and desolate 
island laced with bayous and swamps. Though relatively close to 
their original location, escape from Grand Cote was much more 
difficult. The plantation was “in a remote corner of the Globe,” one 
observer noted. Running away was not only dangerous but usually 
unsuccessful. In 1842, J. N. Taylor of Alabama wrote his friend and 
business associate Franklin H. Elmore of Columbia, South Carolina, 


concerning the future of several slaves. “I send also a likely young 
fellow by name Dick of Mr. Rhetts,” Taylor said, “he is a great 
runaway but a prime Hand and | think at your iron works will be 
valuable.”“° 


Some planters constructed jails or erected stocks. One traveler 
asked a slave about the apparatus he saw on one plantation. “Dat 
ting, massa?” the slave said looking at a wooden structure 
containing various sized holes; “well, sah, we calls that a ting to put 
black people, niggers in, when dey misbehaves bad, and put 
runaways in, sah. Heaps o’ runaways, dis country, sah. Yes, sah, 
heaps on ’em round here.”2' The worst offenders were sent to jail, 
turned over to slave “breakers”—men whose business it was to 
break slaves of “bad” behavior—and, usually as a last resort, traded 
or sold. Most large owners preferred not to employ drastic solutions. 
Compared with the number of slaves who went out, they employed 
them only in extreme circumstances. 


Smaller planters and farmers viewed runaways in a quite different 
light. Each runaway represented for them a potential loss that was 
far more significant. Whites who owned fewer than fifty slaves, and 
especially those who owned only a few families, often attempted to 
reform their slaves’ behavior before punishing them severely or 
selling them or their children. “I am truly sorry to hear that he is such 
a villain,” one slaveholder wrote to his plantation manager 
concerning a black man named Caesar; “he deserves and should 
get a proper chastisement for it—before you take him from that jail 
let him Know that you have the control over him, and as to his 
mother’s threats | would soon teach her who was master of the 
premises.” Failing this “hire him out, or as the last resort send him 
here and we will make him useful.”22 


When it became clear, however, that such reform efforts had 
failed, owners often responded with severe penalties. The scars on 
the backs of runaways and the severe whippings for repeat 


offenders bore witness to the emotion, frustration, and anger of 
owners who could not control intractable slaves. What might happen 
when masters became incensed at runaways was revealed in the 
responses of Georgia owner Wiley Brooks, Virginia master John 
Gardner, and Louisiana planter William Hamilton. In 1817, the 
twenty-five-year-old slave March, a constant runaway, threatened to 
assault his owner Wiley Brooks and absconded into the woods. 
Determined to put an end to such behavior, Brooks offered a reward 
for March’s apprehension dead or alive. The slave not only 
threatened him, Brooks said; he “also had spite and malice against 
all the citizens of Pulaski County.” Scouring the woods where 
“diverse other runaway negroes” were known to hide out, a group of 
whites came across March. They ordered him to surrender. When he 
“attempted to effect his escape by running off,” one of the men, John 
Grant, shot the slave in the “legs or thighs.” They carried March back 
to his owner's plantation and collected their reward. After they left, 
Brooks began to whip the wounded slave and, when he grew weary, 
ordered “other persons” to continue the whipping. March lay 
quivering on the ground, and two days later, he died.2° 


It was not revealed whether Hannah, a young black woman in 
Southampton County, Virginia, had absconded before, but when her 
master began to whip her for allegedly stealing eleven dollars, she 
ran off. John Gardner pursued her and brought her back. He then 
“took Hannah and stript her & tied her to [a] lim & whipt her,” a 
member of the Gardner family said, and kept flogging her for an hour 
and a half or two hours. Several family members pleaded with him to 
stop. The girl’s tongue became “dry & white.” Bystanders asked if 
they might give her some water. Gardner replied that “he’d be dam’d 
if she should ever eat or drink again unless he got the money.” The 
flogging continued until he “wore out one whip on her,” and her back 
was “very much lacerated,” with one of her eyes swollen nearly shut. 
Under such “great torture,” one observer said, she cried “dreadful” 


cries. At supper time, word came “the girl Hannah was dead & [the 
owner] wanted assistance in laying her out.”24 


Troubled with runaways, John A. Hamilton took matters into his 
own hands. “John has taken to the woods and | am afraid for good,” 
Hamilton wrote to his father in 1851, “I have punished him very 
severely lately for his rascality.” In hunting the woods for John, he 
came across a group of outlyers sitting around a campfire about to 
have their supper. “I waked them up with the contents of my gun,” he 
boasted; “such scampering you never did see.” He killed several 
slaves; indeed only “one of the flock” was saved, a young man 
belonging to a physician named Smith. Even the survivor was “very 
badly wounded and may in all probability be disabled for life, the 
same boy has been shot twice this year, and once before by me,” 
Hamilton explained. “I only regret it was not John.”2° 


Such vehemence showed what could happen if slaves refused to 
submit to authority. Other owners as well became enraged, although 
punishments usually did not result in death. Besides whipping and 
physical abuse, many masters also decided to put their most 
recalcitrant slaves on the auction block. No matter how widespread 
their reputation or how many times they ran away, the intractable 
ones could be sold. It was well Known in Giles County, Tennessee, 
that the slave man about to be sold was “in the habit of running away 
& staying in the woods at all seasons of the year—that his life & 
health are endangered by this habit.” When the twenty-four-year-old 
man, described as “very likely” except for his habit of running away, 
was sold in 1856 at the courthouse in Pulaski, the bidding went up to 
$998 before the gavel sounded. Similarly, it was well known to 
residents of Maury County, Tennessee, that Charlotte Wilson’s slave 
Sam was “wild, ungovernable and of vic[iJous habits—that he has 
already run away once or twice and came very near making his 
escape to a Free State.” Described as a “likely boy about forty five 


years of age,” he nonetheless brought a bid of $872 in 1854 at the 
Market House in Columbia.7° 


Some owners became so frustrated that they were willing to sell 
their slaves at reduced prices merely to rid themselves of the 
problems associated with pursuit and capture. Isaac Ferrell’s slave 
Dick on John’s Island, South Carolina, not only ran away many 
times, but also threatened physical resistance. In 1830, Ferrell 
placed an advertisement in the Charleston Mercury saying that Dick 
was out again. He was offering $100—an extremely large reward— 
to anyone who would deliver him to the Work House “without 
material injury, so that | get him.” But he was also willing to sell Dick, 
who was worth $500, for only $300 to anyone “disposed to purchase 
the said Dick, as he now runs.” The guardian of a slave-owning 
minor in Florida had made repeated attempts to retrieve a runaway 
named Pompey. During a three-year period, he did so only once, 
and then it was only for a few weeks. Informed that there were slave 
catchers in a nearby county who would purchase slaves “at a fair 
price” while they were still on the run, the guardian decided to sell 
Pompey as he remained in the woods. When two of his recently 
acquired slaves, Ned and Sampson, ran away shortly after 
purchase, an Alabama owner said he planned a quick resale. “I am 
resolved not to keep a mean negro.”2/ 


Not only were these slaves ungovernable, owners contended, but 
they exerted a pernicious influence on other slaves. A Tennessee 
plantation mistress explained that, in addition to her slave’s own “bad 
conduct, he exercises a bad influence upon other negroes, 
especially the younger slaves.” She thought it best that he “be taken 
out of the county & sold.” Two of her overseers echoed these 
feelings: slaves who refused to conform had a “corrupting influence 
upon other negroes,” particularly the younger ones, and should be 
auctioned off as quickly as possible. The “negro fellow named Bob,” 
wrote estate executor George W. Allen in 1809, confined in jail after 


being arrested as a runaway, was a dissatisfied Negro, “and 
conducts himself in the gang of the said Estates Negroes highly 
improperly.” It was important that Bob be sold since one obdurate 
slave might exert control over the others. He asked and received 
permission “to dispose of said negro at public Sale.” The runaway 
Abner “conducted himself with such gross impropriety” and was so 
“incorrigible” that his example would “Corrupt the morals of the 
negroes.” The owner of George made the same argument: he was 
“an ill disposed Negro ... whose conduct may injure the morals of the 
other servants.” It was for their benefit that the slave should be “sold 
to a person who lives in a remote part of the United States.”2° 


Maryland owners also believed that certain evilly disposed slaves 
had a detrimental influence on the others. They, too, could not 
understand why some slaves became turbulent, disobedient, and 
ungovernable. Did they not treat them well? And did they not 
promise some of them freedom in the future? In 1843, Rezin 
Hammond of Anne Arundel County purchased a slave named 
Horace, who was to be freed by an act of a previous owner in 1855. 
Though treated kindly, Horace became “notoriously vicious and 
turbulent, often disobedient and almost useless.” He ran away many 
times. Another owner said that his slave became “turbulent and 
unmanageable,” and that his disposition was a “great injury to the 
other negroes of your petitioner and of the Negroes of his 
neighbours.” Another said that his man Brice was “totally intractable 
and unmanageable and that he cannot safely keep him in his 
Service.”29 

Owners in Maryland responded by altering and revising the 
gradual manumission process. As term slaves continued to run 
away, owners went to court and had the length of their servitude 
extended, and they gained permission to sell them out of the state. 
Kitty Reynolds of Washington County made a bequest in her will that 
her slave Jacob Younker should go to a family member following her 


death but should be freed in 1869. Reynolds died in 1857, and 
Younker promptly ran away to Pennsylvania. After a good deal of 
expense and trouble, the heirs brought the slave back; they obtained 
an extension of his servitude to 1879 and obtained permission to sell 
him out of the state.°° 


Owners were especially angered when slaves ran away to the 
North. Retrieval was difficult, costly, time-consuming, and often 
unsuccessful. Even when fugitives were captured and returned, the 
cost might exceed the price of the slave. One man spent about $250 
recovering a female slave when she absconded to Pennsylvania. 
Despite his father’s wish that the slave be freed in five years, the son 
extended her term of slavery by a decade and sold her out of the 
state.3" 

If some runaways could be easily put on the auction block, it was 
not so simple to sell other runaways, especially when family 
attachments had been formed and whites believed that a slave’s 
behavior might change. “I this morning recd your letter of the 13th 
inst. and have had a talk with Lewis,” the cousin of an Alabama 
slaveholder wrote in 1859 about a runaway who had been purposely 
sent off to be sold away from his wife as punishment. 


[Lewis] expresses sorrow for what he has done, and | think he 
will be a better servant in the future for having been subjected to 
the fright of being sold from his family. | think he feels the 
separation much more than you supposed. He says if you take 
him back you shall never have cause to complain of him again. 


The cousin recommended the slave not be sold. The owner's wife 
seconded this opinion. “I regret exceedingly that | left home at the 
time | did for | think if | had been here you would have not sent him 
off so hastily without finding out more,” she said. Lewis’s wife was so 
distressed about it that it made the owner’s wife “perfectly 


miserable.” A short time later, the sale was aborted, and Lewis was 
returned to his wife.°2 

A gift from her grandfather to Sophia Freeman of Baltimore, 
Maryland, the young slave girl named Rose, about twelve years old, 
caused her owners no end of grief. Since the granddaughter was still 
a minor, the mother, Rebecca Freeman, was responsible for hiring 
the slave out, but she found that Rose was “so bad and her habits so 
vicious and incorrigible” that none of her employers “would retain her 
in service.” The mother said that Rose was in the habit of running 
away frequently and was “prone to falsehood & theft.” In one last 
effort, “hoping that she might find a place where she might be 
governed,” the mother sent Rose to an old gentleman known for his 
kindness toward black people, but Rose remained “so intolerably 
bad,” the mother lamented, that even this did not make any 
difference. She would have to be sold. It was similarly difficult for 
James Luckett to dispose of Dennis Williams, who absconded in 
1859 and was captured and jailed. The master had treated him with 
kindness, “as a master should treat his slave,” but the owner was 
now convinced that “if he were to take him again into his family, or 
release him from confinement, he would again abscond” and this 
time “escape into some free state.”°° 


Other slaveholders noted how they had made every attempt to 
reform their slaves’ behavior. The husband of a Georgia owner 
complained that three of his wife’s slaves were chronic runaways— 
they had recently been out eight months—and that he was 
convinced, despite his efforts, “that they cannot be broken of this 
habit.” The court granted him permission to sell Abraham, Harris, 
and Jane. It was clear that J. F. Dean of Petersburg, Virginia, had 
reached the end of his patience with his “bright mulatto” woman who 
was “a very good washer & ironer.” She ran off on Tuesday and 
returned on Thursday morning, Dean said in a letter to a Richmond 
slave-trading firm. He had tried to curb her stubborn behavior but 


failed. Dennis March, guardian of a minor, explained in a petition to 
the Orphans Court of Baltimore County in 1831 that his charge’s 
black man Abraham, despite the guardian’s forbearance and kind 
treatment, became “dissatisfied & has twice without authority left my 
premises & his conduct [is] altogether unpromising.” John P. Thomas 
of Baltimore said that his “negro Slave woman Georgiana Brooks” 
had caused him no end of trouble, stealing away at night to the 
“lowest sinks of vice among the vicious and degraded of her own 
Color.” Owners attempted to convince their slaves that they should 
not leave without permission, they should obey orders, and they 
should not become addicted to theft and running away, but many 
remained “incorrigible.”** At times it seemed as if there were no easy 
answers to the question: What should masters do? 


Self-perceptions and Managing Slaves 


The vast majority of slave owners, from the middling farmers to the 
great planters, considered themselves kind, God-fearing, humane 
masters. Admittedly, it was sometimes necessary to sell black 
children away from parents, wives away from husbands, and older 
slaves away from friends and kin. Admittedly, it was necessary to 
correct recalcitrant slaves, as one would discipline one’s own 
children. These actions, however, were done not out of malice or 
caprice but out of necessity. These were the painful aspects of an 
institution that had helped create the greatest civilization the world 
had ever known. Invariably owners looked upon themselves as 
decent, compassionate, and well-meaning men and women. As one 
Virginia planter asked his captured runaway:?° 


Did | ever whip you? 
No, sir. 
Did | ever hire you out when you did not wish to go? 


No, sir. 

When you were sick did | not prepare a bed in my own house 
and put you on it and nurse you? 

Yes, sir. 


Why, then, did so many slaves run away? They insisted, in the 
words of a Maryland master, that it was “not occasioned by any 
improper conduct” on their part. On the contrary, their treatment had 
always been “uniformly kind and considerate, and always that of a 
careful and compassionate master.” Others expressed similar 
sentiments: they had always treated their slaves “kindly & 
humanely,” “with the Kindness as a master should treat a Slave,” 
“with the utmost humanity and indulgence.” When a talented 
seamstress and personal servant ran away from Mount Vernon in 
1797, George Washington expressed surprise. The girl, he wrote, 
had been “brought up and treated more like a child than a 
Servant.”°6 


Like many other large slave owners, the mistress of Evergreen 
Plantation in West Feliciana Parish, Louisiana, was a devoutly 
Christian woman who devoted a great deal of time to looking after 
her slaves. Rachel O’Connor wrote about kind providence, a calm 
resignation to God’s will, sanctification of daily prayer, and how her 
“black family” was virtually an extension of her own family. The 
statement of William T. Maclin was repeated by a number of others, 
with the same emphasis: “The boy ran off,” Maclin declared, “without 
any provocation. ”?7 


In runaway notices published in newspapers, slave owners made 
similar statements. When his young slave, age eleven or twelve, 
absconded from a town house in New Orleans, J. A. Lyle noted that 
he “ranaway without cause.” “Ranaway from the Subscriber,” Kinsey 
Burden of Charleston, South Carolina, said of his nineteen-year-old 
house servant, “without any known cause for his absenting himself.” 


A South Carolina owner was obviously irritated when his “Negro Boy 
JACK” eloped in 1824. Offering a sizable reward, he said the young 
man, who disappeared Christmas night, left without the slightest 
provocation. Another man who sought the return of his twenty-year- 
old slave Jim, hired out as a fireman on Savannah river steamboats, 
said that the slave took off without any justification. The same phrase 
used by another master was repeated on numerous occasions: his 
urban slave Jim Artope, a first rate “patron,” absented himself 
“without any known cause.” The master, however, in completing his 
advertisement then suggested at least a possible cause: the black 
man had not been “permitted to enter into contracts on his own 
account.” Other slaveholders added that blacks “left without 
provocation,” or “the object of their absconding is unknown,” or 
“WALKED away” during the harvest “without any cause.”°8 


Nor did the members of a society organized in Richmond, 
Virginia, in 1833 for the express purpose of preventing the 
“absconding and abduction of their slaves” believe they had any 
culpability in causing their bondsmen and women to leave. The 
society lasted for a number of years, had a board of directors, and 
offered rewards to discover the “means and mode” by which so 
many slaves effectuated their escape. In the same city some years 
later, another group of slave owners offered their opinion as to why 
so many slaves ran away, at least among the thousands of hirelings 
in Richmond and other cities. “A large portion of those who hire 
negroes, especially in our cities,” they observed, “consist of 
Foreigners and of poor and ignorant persons, who have no other 
idea of right and wrong than that which conforms exactly to their 
interest.” Nine out of ten hired runaways had been abused by 
members of the “lower classes.”°9 


One of the best revelations concerning the self-perceptions of 
whites came from James Dozier, who hired Nathan, a ten- or eleven- 
year-old slave who was active and intelligent “far beyond Most boys 


of his age.” Even as a youngster of eight or nine, Nathan’s owner, a 
widow, could not control him, nor could the widow’s new husband. 
They rented him to Dozier with the hope of reforming his behavior. 
“In about two weeks, (my belief is) after | had taken possession of 
him, in my absence, he ran away,” Dozier testified a short time later; 
“And upon inquiry as to the Cause, | was satisfied he had none.”4° 


After three or four days’ inquiry | got him; [Dozier continued] 
and, being much pleased with him as a servant, and anxious to 
Keep him for a time, | resolved to pursue Such Course as would 
break the habit, if possible, and therefore, | only talked to him of 
the impropriety of his conduct, when | [told] him in such language 
as | am Confident he Perfectly understood—From his manner & 
his language he seemed to regret what he had done, & promised 
faithfully that he would not repeat the act—On the very next day, 
however, without any earthly cause, he absconded again, And 
after three or four days’ inquiry & search | found him—I then joined 
Punishment to advice, and he again promised, faithfully, that he 
would do so no more—In six or seven days he repeated the 
offence, and eluded my search for about a week—when | got him, 
| had an iron Collar made for him & put a large padlock on it, and 
in this Condition set him about his business—On the same night 
which this was done, he eloped again and | resolved to have 
nothing more to do with him & so notified Mr. Grisham [the owner’s 
husband]— 


Since it was not the fault of the master that slaves ran away, or at 
least many so believed, it must be due to some outside influence. A 
number of owners said that their blacks must have been lured off by 
some “evil-minded persons.” Kentucky planter Jesse Williams found 
it difficult to believe that Reuben and Tom, two “keen and sensible” 
slaves, would run away only twelve days after they had been 
purchased. “I have no doubt but they are conducted by some villain” 
to be sold,” he wrote from his plantation in 1813. It was the opinion of 


a Virginia farmer that his slave named John Goose, about twenty- 
two years of age and six feet tall, was taken away by a white man 
also to be sold. In 1827, on a Saturday night, seven slaves, including 
a man, two women, and the women’s four children, left Bradley 
Rhame’s plantation in Sumter District, South Carolina. They must 
have been enticed away or stolen, Rhame declared, as they would 
never have left of their own accord. Virginia master John W. 
Lambeth had owned Surry for eight years, having purchased him at 
auction in 1845 when he was a boy of twelve. Now he was gone 
without a word or a trace. Lambeth had always treated his slaves 
kindly and fairly. Surry must have been stolen. Only recently, he 
explained, a wagon train moving toward Keysville had passed his 
farm south of the Dan River in Halifax County, Virginia, a few miles 
from South Boston. Surry must have been kidnapped by one of the 
wagoners. Other masters believed their slaves had been lured away 
by disreputable whites, kidnaped by slave traders, or captured and 
sold by thieves.*' 


Although some slaves were indeed stolen, masters often could 
simply not believe that their “loyal” blacks absconded of their own 
volition. Such beliefs had an profound effect on slave management. 
Many owners felt betrayed or deceived. They responded with harsh 
retribution. Although postslavery interviews are a dubious source of 
information about many aspects of slavery, there is remarkable 
agreement among blacks and whites about the treatment of 
runaways. Responding to a questionnaire developed in 1912 by 
Alabama educator and author Herman Clarence Nixon, two longtime 
residents of the state, former slave O. Z. McCann and M. T. Judge, a 
white man who had lived in Mobile County sixty years, had similar 
recollections. 


McCann said: 


A great many of the Slave owners were very cruel to the slaves, 
for that cause they feared the punishment so that they would run 


away they would go to the woods & live in caves and thickets, over 

3/4 of them were clothed very poo[rjly. | cant give any instances 

where any slave owner who never whipped their slaves. 

Judge concurred: 
Runaways were given from thirty nine to one hundred [lashes] 

and this was often repeated at intervals of a week or ten days by a 

cruel master. The whipping was usually done by the Overseer, but 

sometimes in light cases was done by a fellow slave—As a rule 

the Overseer was very Cruel, often he would inflict punishment for 

the lightest offen[se]—The Master very seldom interfered with this 

man. 
Like McCann, the white man did not know of any master who did not 
whip his slaves.*2 

Under the circumstances, it was easy to justify severe whippings, 

separating spouses, breaking up families, and selling blacks on the 
block. Had not they as masters made every effort to be gentle and 
generous? Had not they treated their slaves well, given them 
generous food allowances, provided them with comfortable living 
accommodations, and allowed them to visit relatives? Did they now 
have any other choice except to respond firmly and, if necessary, 
brutally to such “disloyalty”? “Poor Ignorant Devils,” one master 
remarked, “for what do they run away? They are well cloathed, work 
easy, and have all kinds of Plantation produce at no alowance.”*° 


Plantation Mistresses and Slave Governance 


Although rarely mentioned by contemporaries or historians, single 
white women who lived alone had special difficulties managing slave 
property. These women inherited slaves from their families, 
deceased husbands, or relatives. In some states, they were denied 
certain privileges with regard to owning real and personal property 


and often had to have “next best [male] friends” appear with them in 
court to buy, sell, or transfer their holdings, but they nonetheless 
relied on slave labor as did their male counterparts. Those who could 
not afford to hire overseers or plantation managers faced unique 
problems with regard to governing their hands. 

Indeed, it appears that widowed or unmarried women witnessed 
more resistance, especially among male slaves, than most men who 
owned slaves. When a husband died and control went to the widow, 
slaves considered how they might undermine the new regime. Sarah 
H. Childs’s husband died in Maryland in the mid-1850s, and the 
widow inherited some slaves, including “a certain mulatto boy named 
Nathaniel Dorsey” who had nearly six years left in servitude as an 
apprentice. It was clear from the time she took over that she would 
have difficulty with young Dorsey. In 1855, seeking to sell his 
unexpired term, she confessed: 


the said boy is of a most mischievous and wicked disposition. He 
is always getting into trouble himself, or involving your petitioner 
in trouble. It is impossible for your petitioner to control him, his 
temper is violent and turbulent. He is continually stealing and 
pilfering either from your petitioner or from some of her 
neighbors. 


More than once he ran away and “threatens to do so again.” She 
had already been subject to great expense due to his “criminal and 
wicked deeds, and of his abandoning of his home.” She did not wish 
to keep him because he would “not stay anywhere” and pilfers 
“everything he can reach.”“4 

Other female slaveholders had great difficulty controlling male 
slaves following the death of their husbands. The recently widowed 
Alice Kelley of Northumberland County, Virginia, became so fearful 
of Anthony, a strong, athletic black man, that she requested he be 


put in jail or an insane asylum. Anthony was “more furious and 
ungovernable than ever,” she said. He could easily escape and 
commit “greater outrages than he has already.” She feared not only 
for herself but for her eleven-year-old son and neighbors. The forty- 
five-year-old slave Sam was kept in check by Robert Wilson, a 
farmer in Maury County, Tennessee, but when he died in 1851, his 
widow, Charlotte A. Wilson, could not control the slave. Sam 
sneaked out at night, caroused, drank, gambled, and worked only 
intermittently. He “came very near making his escape to a Free 
State,” she said, and such a “pernicious example” undermined her 
ability to control her other slaves. She tried to obtain male assistance 
in breaking Sam of his bad habits but was unable to do so, and 
finally, in 1854 she sold him to a slave trader, who boasted he had 
never seen the slave he could not manage.*° 


In his last will and testament, South Carolina farmer Isham Goree 
directed that all of his property should be “kept together for the 
support, maintenance & education of his widow and Children until 
the youngest child arrives at the age of twenty one years.” Some 
years later, when the farmer died, an estate executor took over the 
property, but the widow was permitted to manage the farm. As she 
began her duties, she learned that one of her deceased husband’s 
runaways from four years before had been captured in Mississippi. 
The woman refused to permit the slave to return to her farm in South 
Carolina. He was an evil man, a perpetual runaway, and even her 
husband had great difficulty controlling him. She knew that the slave 
could not be kept on the farm with her, and she believed he would 
“induce some of the other negroes to leave with him.” The court 
found the argument persuasive and sanctioned the slave’s sale.*° 


Following the death of her husband in 1855, Margaret Mason of 
Giles County, Tennessee, became the administrator of her late 
husband’s substantial property in trust for the benefit of herself and 
her young son. The trust included stock, cash, and a number of 


slaves. Most of the slaves were hired out at the Richland Cotton Mill, 
but a slave named Green, the widow believed, was “restive & 
dis[s]atisfied with the condition of slavery, and contemplates an 
escape from servitude.” To complicate matters further, Green was 
nearly “white & could easily pass himself for a white man anywhere.” 
If he “should attempt to carry such a purpose into execution,” 
Margaret Mason contended, “he could easily accomplish it, both 
from his color and general appearance, as well as from his 
intelligence & shrewdness.” After a heated argument with her slave, 
she confessed that he needed to be put “under the control of a 
vigilant Master or overseer.” A short time later, the nearly white slave 
was sold.*/ 


When their husbands died, white women often became 
concerned about controlling slaves. Some were apprehensive about 
giving orders to male slaves. In some instances, relatives and friends 
offered assistance, but this was usually done on a short-term basis. 
Following the death of her husband, Frances Blitch of Marion 
County, Florida, experienced great difficulty with her slave, forty- 
year-old Horace, who refused to work as he had when her husband 
was on the farm. She confessed that Horace had now developed the 
“habit of absconding” and had been “lodged in Jail in Putnam 
County, having been apprehended as a runaway.” The slave 
became “profitless troublesome and expensive to said Estate.” She 
could not provide for her seven children, the widow lamented, unless 
Horace were immediately sold. Following the death of her husband, 
Susan Price of Franklin County, Kentucky, chose two slaves—Harry 
and Nelson—to remain in her possession. “| know they were favorite 
negroes with the family,” an observer noted; they were energetic, 
intelligent, and “valued highly.” Despite such praise, taken by Price 
to Missouri, the pair quickly ran away to Ohio and were never heard 
from again.*® 


It usually took only a short while before a widow realized that she 
might have difficulty managing her human property. In a few cases, 
however, many years passed before a mistress found that she was 
unable to control her slaves. In the case of Jane Allen, it was, in fact, 
fourteen years, by which time her slave Esther’s son had grown into 
manhood. By 1856, thirty-two-year-old Esther and sixteen-year-old 
Henry could no longer be controlled. For several years past, the 
mistress said, the two slaves had been “very dishonest, of bad habits 
and very impudent, and often threatened to run off to go to a free 
state.” Neither of them would “allow her to correct them,” and she 
could “not manage them at all.” In August, she decided to sell the 
two out of the state, but when they found out, they decided to run 
away. Betrayed by a fellow slave, Henry threatened the mistress’s 
brother with an ax when he arrived on the scene and took control. 
The two were packed and ready to make off, he said, and would 
have done so had he not arrived. A few days later, the two were sold 
to a Mississippi planter for $1,900.49 

Living alone or with small children and attempting to manage a 
farm or plantation created emotional and psychological strains that 
brought some women to the edge of a breakdown. While not a few 
women whipped or punished slaves who displayed a bad 
temperament, they usually did so when an overseer or a husband 
was present. It was much more difficult to administer corporal 
punishment alone. The fear and anxiety of living in the midst of slave 
hands while trying to sustain a plantation alone was illustrated by 
planter Leah Moore, a single woman in Anderson District, South 
Carolina. Moore possessed “a handsome property,” but Buck, one of 
her most valuable hands, was “insolent and highly provoking,” a 
potential runaway. She considered selling him but feared that if he 
ever found out he might respond violently. For many months, Buck 
remained “almost alone in her contemplation.” Finally, in 


desperation, she secretly sold him for a small fraction of his worth to 
a man who promised “to send him out of the state, afar off.”°° 


While male slave owners were also fearful at times about selling 
slaves, women felt especially vulnerable. Many had relied on 
husbands to manage the slaves and were now cast into a new role. 
Others, like Leah Moore, feared certain individual slaves. The black 
man that Catherine Munro of Charleston District, South Carolina, 
purchased in 1819 was advertised as “a most capable Servant,” first- 
rate cook, proficient house servant, “faithful & trusty.” In fact, she 
averred, he was “morally depraved.” He had a terrible temper, and 
Munro found it “impossible” to correct his “moral defects.” She 
arranged for a slave trader to come and take him away; the man 
shipped him “off to New Orleans; he was so vicious a negro.” When 
John F. Chandler of Bedford County, Tennessee, died in 1852, the 
executors of his will quickly sought to sell one of his slaves. 
Chandler’s widow was fearful for herself and her four small children. 
The slave in question, Jeff, was “of bad and vicious habits and 
cannot be controlled or managed by said widow.” Indeed, the 
executors said, even John Chandler during his lifetime was forced to 
seek help from neighbors and others “to manage and control him.”°" 


Women left alone by their husbands also experienced difficulty 
managing slaves. Unless they were kept under constant guard and 
supervision, Frederick Law Olmsted explained, there was a tendency 
toward “general insubordination.” Olmsted cited an incident in Texas 
where the master left his wife in charge of slaves (ironically, to go on 
patrol). “While all the men were gone from the place, a negro 
described as being bare-headed, thick-set, and having on a blue 
blanket coat and pair of blue cottonade pants, came to the house, 
and seeing a double-barrel gun in the corner took it.” He then 
ordered the mistress to get him some ammunition and threatened to 
kill her if she refused. When he received the shells, he took the gun 
and made his escape.°2 


Even women who were able to hire overseers experienced 
difficulties with slave governance. When her husband died in 1851, 
Jane B. Smith of Giles County, Tennessee, took over the 
management of their 400-acre farm and thirty slaves. She hired a 
succession of overseers, but even with their assistance, she found it 
almost impossible to manage a young male slave named Jim, who 
became increasingly turbulent. He left the farm at night, rode off on 
the mistress’s horses, and pilfered from her neighbors. He fought 
with white overseers and fellow slaves, broke into cabins and forced 
himself on slave women, and created many “disturbances in negro 
families.” In short, Jim “has become very troublesome on account of 
turbulent disposition, stubbornness, and insubordination. He is 
thievish, and has become annoying to the neighbors in various ways, 
and in fact, it is impossible for your Oratrix to control him.” She 
feared he would be lost entirely if he were not sold.°° 


Discarding the Aged and Infirm 


Once slaves became unproductive, costly, or suffered from 
debilitating illnesses, more than a few masters simply abandoned 
them. This may have been particularly true for hard-pressed, small 
slave owners, but others who owned larger numbers of slaves 
engaged in such practices as a matter of economic necessity. 
Wandering about from county to county, these slaves often came in 
contact with local authorities and were arrested as runaways. In 
January 1823, for instance, Milly was arrested as a runaway in 
Louisa County, Virginia. Upon inquiry, she confessed that she 
belonged to one Mr. Finlay of Richmond, but attempts to locate the 
owner were unsuccessful. Meanwhile, Milly remained in jail month 
after month. “Whilst in Confinement,” John M. Price, the jailer, wrote, 
“| frequently applied to the County Court of Louisa for redress or 
relief stating that such was the infirmity of the slave Milly besides that 


for her advanced age that no owner would ever apply for her beside 
the circumstance of Severe Mental derangement.” In the end, she 
“strayed off,” and it was Price’s opinion that she probably died within 
a short period.°* 


Despite the professions of proslavery advocates about how well 
they treated their human property and the fact that on some large 
plantations there were what might be termed nursing care facilities 
for the old and infirm, some masters either deliberately abandoned 
slaves who reached an unproductive age or forced the mentally or 
physically unfit to leave their farms and plantations. Most slaves did 
not reach their fifties or sixties. But some masters, for a variety of 
reasons, pushed elderly, unproductive slaves out. Sometimes the 
abandoned slaves died a short time afterwards, but at other times, 
they were arrested as runaways and languished in jail. The history of 
a slave named Major Henry was not fully revealed, only that he was 
jailed in Sussex County, Virginia, advertised as a runaway in the 
Richmond Enquirer and the Petersburg Intelligencer, and auctioned 
off for $25.°° 


When Thomas Craig, a Kentucky man, sold his “negro woman 
slave & her child” to a neighbor in 1806 for $400, he accepted a $50 
note and a promise that the remainder would be paid in twelve 
months. To ensure payment and service the interest, Craig agreed to 
take Charles, a slave owned by the buyer’s brother, for his own use 
during the year. Craig soon discovered, however, that Charles was 
“unsound and diseased,” afflicted with “the King’s Evil, a mortal & 
incurable disease.” The slave required expensive medical attention, 
and toward the expiration of the twelve months, he ran away, 
returning to his owner. But the owner did not want him. “[T]he said 
Slave Charles is now going at large,” Craig said in a chancery suit. 
Both brothers knew about his condition but neither would “redeem 
the said property.”°© 


In 1824, a Georgia woman turned over twenty-seven slaves in 
trust to her attorney James Smith with instructions to hire them out. 
Several years later, the woman discovered one of her slaves was 
missing. Hannah, age about fifty, was supposed to have been sent 
to aman named James Oharra, but she never went, or if she did, 
she ran away. In explaining what happened to Hannah, the attorney 
was probably indicating a scenario for other elderly slaves who were 
unable to work. At age “fifty or sixty,” Smith explained, Hannah was 
“placed” with a “negroe man named old John” to be “put out” to the 
“lowest bidder, and said Hannah and old John were bid off at public 
outcry as an expense.” The lowest bidder was a man named 
Thomas Cruthers, who promised to provide for the couple for one 
year. This occurred in 1824. The next year, Smith turned Hannah 
over to Oharra, but either she did not arrive or absconded, he did not 
know which. He did not know her whereabouts.°’ 


Other owners simply sold slaves who were growing old or 
declining in productivity. In the upper states, where slave prices 
remained lower than in the deep South, such sales were not 
uncommon. Even older bondsmen and women could bring profits to 
sellers and traders. In a complaint to the Tennessee General 
Assembly in 1849, a group of nonslaveholding whites pointed this 
out not because they resented slaves being sold in such a manner, 
but because slaveholders paid no taxes on slaves under twelve or 
over fifty. They argued:°® 


[T]he Poorman has but little to protect, but he under the present 
Law has to pay-taxes for every Acre of Land he owns and that as 
Soon as he owns it and evry dollars worth of labor he bestows 
that ads value to it as long as he lives; While the Rich Slave 
holder is Raiseing young Negros, and Speculating on his old 
ones free of taxation. 


The concerns expressed by some planters about what might 
happen following their death to their elderly suggests that they were 
aware of slaves being set adrift or sold. At the time of a breakup of 
their sugar plantations in Louisiana, one partner wrote another about 
“old Sukey and old Nancy two faithful old and good women in whose 
fate | felt great interest.” He wanted them to be disposed of as they 
might desire; he was “very anxious about them fearing that they 
might fall into rough hands.” Despite the partner’s concern, the 
decision was made to auction them off with the others. One of the 
women died before the sale, and the other was put up for sale with 
an “orphan child” who also died. Sometime later, one of the partners 
did retrieve the surviving slave.°° 


In some sections, the problem became so acute that laws were 
passed to prevent such occurrences. In 1798, the North Carolina 
Assembly passed “An act to compel owners of infirm slaves to 
support them.” The lawmakers lamented that some owners drove 
their slaves off when they became unproductive. It was the duty of 
masters, they instructed, to furnish all slaves, whether old or 
disabled, with “the usual allowance of food, raiment, and lodging.” In 
cases where this was not done, the Wardens of the Poor for each 
county should care for slaves “rendered incapable of service.” Two 
years later, South Carolina prefaced its new emancipation law with 
an admission: for many years slave owners had pushed out elderly, 
infirmed, and “depraved” slaves. The new law sought to prevent 
such “emancipations.” In 1815, Georgia passed “An act to compel 
owners of old and infirm slaves to maintain them.” Nearly a decade 
later, Virginia law promised to penalize owners who abandoned their 
old, feeble, or insane slaves. A fine of up to fifty dollars would be 
levied “for every such offence.” A short time later, Tennessee 
prohibited owners from pushing slaves out who were sick, diseased, 
or “unable to perform their daily labor.”©° 


Anxiety, Trouble, Expense 


Despite their glowing self-portrait, slave owners were continually 
concerned that their slaves might run away. When they refused to 
work, feigned illness, argued with the overseer, or showed general 
dissatisfaction—described by whites as “unruly,” “disobedient,” and 
“unmanageable” behavior—slave owners and overseers realized the 
possibility of a slave’s running away. Shortly before or shortly after a 
sale or when a slave had been punished, a loved one chastised, a 
family broken were also important periods for vigilance. “No negro 
belonging to the plantation, will be allowed to leave it without a pass 
from the proprietor, and no one from the neighborhood or elsewhere 
will be permitted to frequent it without a written permission to do so,” 
one planter wrote to his overseer, who was required to “inspect the 
cabins at different hours of the night, as often as once in every 
week.”©' If the overseer suspected foul play or a possible escape 
attempt, he should make more frequent inspections, the planter 
instructed. 

But it was not always the most dissatisfied who were to be 
watched. Slaves with special skills, who could read and write, who 
pretended to be happy and content, or who were hired out might also 
be plotting to run off. “It may be possible that Lewis and Sarah may 
be both playing agreeable in order to put you off your guard,” 
Alabama planter William Browne wrote from Mobile to his wife on 
their plantation. “I am uneasy at not having a word from you. | think 
that Lewis has plenty of money laid by for his escape. Probably our 
turkeys have been made to contribute to his purse and maybe the 
corn crib. It is very important that the matter be thoroughly 
investigated.”©2 


Nor was Browne the only master who remained “uneasy” at the 
possibility of “agreeable” slaves plotting escapes. At various times, 
other slaveholders felt that close surveillance was necessary. “Geo. 


Dickey is esteemed a good Headman,” Charles Ellis of Richmond 
explained in 1837. The black man knew the mountain areas well and 
was familiar with the rivers between Lynchburg and Richmond. 
Owned by an estate, he had been hired out under the management 
of Major Holcombe, but Ellis, with instructions from the estate 
managers, now made arrangement for his sale. “He may keep out of 
the way shd he Know,” Ellis warned; he asked the firm of Payne and 
Turner in Lynchburg to “find him out and control him so that the sale 
may be effected to the greatest advantage.”©° 


Such vigilance was necessary in the case of Dickey, who 
traveled on his own, possessed skills, and had opportunities for self- 
hire. Surveillance was also necessary for Alabama slaves Isaac and 
Andrew, who were to be sent to South Carolina as part of an estate 
transfer. “In truth | have been obliged to deceive them as to their 
returning here,” estate manager J. H. Taylor of Montgomery wrote; 
“and it will be necessary that they continue to believe they are to 
return until they reach their destiny.”°* Such deceptions were not 
isolated incidents. Masters, mistresses, overseers, managers, slave 
traders, estate administrators, guardians; and others were “obliged 
to deceive” slaves to prevent their running away. 


But the anxiety caused by possible escape paled beside the 
trouble and expense incurred when slaves did run away. Besides the 
lost time in the field, there was the time spent by overseers, 
managers, and masters searching, advertising, traveling, and 
retrieving fugitives. Sometimes slave owners or overseers spent 
days, even weeks, tracing the whereabouts of an outlying slave. 
“Offering the reward you dictated & have made every other possible 
inquiry,” a man sent out by slave owner Edward Telfair wrote from 
Augusta, Georgia, concerning a runaway named Sandy. “I am 
hopeful, if he is really in the neighbourhood, to be able to apprehend 
him in a short time.” “I hope no more of them will run away,” another 
owner admitted, as it was “not only very troublesome but very 


expensive getting them back home.” “I wd have sent it sooner,” a 
man wrote from Columbus, Georgia, referring to a check he had 
posted to a Richmond, Virginia, trading firm, “but have been absent 
after runaway negro wch | got out of jail at Perry.” To claim his slave, 
he was forced to travel nearly two hundred miles.®° 


At other times, it seemed as if overseers and planters became 
obsessed with retrieving their property. Between 1838 and 1841, 
John M. Chapron, an absentee planter in the North who owned a 
plantation near Demopolis, Alabama, received frequent reports from 
his overseer James Martin about slave management. Chapron’s 
letters to Martin offered various methods that might be employed to 
stem the tide of runaways: Harry, who stole bacon and left the 
plantation; Julia and Claiborn, who absconded; five field hands 
hiding in the woods; and Carter, who had “not forgotten his old 
habit.” “When picking season will come,” he told Martin, “you must 
try an experiment to give them premiums from the 1st of September 
in order to encourage them and to keep them from taking to the 
woods.” When this plan did not work, he proposed providing new 
shirts, dresses, suits, cash payments, and giving Claiborn, who was 
a good shoemaker, a separate cabin for his wife and two children. “l 
hope that the hands will stay on the plantation this year,” he wrote 
Martin, and to the physician who treated his slaves, he added more 
instructions:°° 


Tell them they have to obey Mr. Martin and do what he tells them 
to do. You have nothing to do with them. If they work well | am 
sure he will not whip them. Advise them to not run away. It is not 
Mr. Martin they wrong by doing so. It is | who is doing all | can to 
please them. 


It appears that none of these offers was successful, however, as 
Chapron’s slaves continued to abscond. Slaveholders often used the 


phrases “great trouble and expense,” “considerable trouble and 
expense,” when describing the difficulties they encountered 
searching for runaways. It took time and effort to arrange for 
trackers, hounds, notices, to alert friends and neighbors as well as 
local authorities that a slave was out. After a spotting, revised letters 
and notices needed to be sent out. Masters contacted former 
masters, inquired into the whereabouts of slave relatives, wrote 
county officials, and sent managers out to arrange for the return of 
their human property.®” 


When a Virginia master discovered that his trusted black, Davy, 
had taken a travel pass and disappeared, he wrote the slave’s 
former owner: “May | ask the favour of you to aid me in arresting him 
so that he may be gotten, for your trouble and expense in doing so 
you shall be adequately rewarded.” Davy may have returned to 
Culpepper County, the owner speculated, or may have gone “over 
the mountains” where he formerly lived or may have gone to “the 
place that you took him from.” “Two of my negro men Jesse and 
Anderson left home on Sunday last,” James A. Tait wrote from his 
plantation in Wilcox County, Alabama, to the postmaster at 
Greenville, Alabama. “I think they have gone back to Georgia, and 
through your vicinity. | wish you would let the sheriff know it, and get 
him to keep a look out for them.”©8 


In some cases, it was necessary to take extreme measures to 
slow the number of runaways. Some planters imported highly trained 
dogs from Cuba, raised to track runaways; others kept slave 
catchers on their plantations; and others made periodic sweeps of 
areas known to be popular hiding places for outlyers. “I will try to find 
his hiding places between this and Sunday and on that day | will 
drive the Island and try to take him,” one overseer wrote from an 
island plantation in Louisiana in 1839, adding the following year that 
it was necessary to station “a lookout” in areas frequented by 
absconders. “There is three absconded from the plantation namely 


John Paine, Fortune and Handy.” A pioneer coal dealer in Alabama 
instructed his wife to “Say as little about the [runaway] negroes as 
possible.” He was fearful of additional defections and told his wife to 
make arrangements with a white man to take charge of some of his 
slaves: 


Send for O’Neil tell him on no account to give the boy Fleming 
the least chance to escape, it is very important. Tell Jack [a 
slave] to keep with him all the time and the chain must be kept on 
him constantly and the moment he comes home he must be 
handcuffd to Abrum and Kept so until he gets ready to start to 
[the] pit. 


For some runaways, Thomas Jefferson of Monticello meted out 
harsh punishments. In 1812, he ordered his runaway Hubbard to be 
“severely flogged in the presence of his old companions.” He will 
“never again serve any man as a Slave,” Jefferson admitted; “the 
moment he is out of jail and his irons off he will be off himself.” 
Jefferson’s premonition proved correct, and when Hubbard ran away 
again, he was sold in absentia.®? 

The failure of management techniques and the inability to control 
runaways left slave owners in a quandary.”° It appeared that no 
matter how diligent, punitive, or lenient; no matter how imaginative, 
ingenious, or attentive; no matter how determined, compassionate, 
or brutal, they remained unable to halt the stream of slaves that left 
their plantations and farms. Although they published articles for one 
another about how and when to plant certain crops, use fertilizers, 
hire overseers, motivate and discipline their black labor force, in 
response to their most perplexing and intractable problem, they 
remained virtually silent. To begin a public discussion about how to 
halt runaways would be to acknowledge a problem that was at once 
unsolvable and at the heart of the brutal nature of human bondage. It 


would reveal that managing bondsmen and bondswomen required 
continual surveillance and coercion. Even then, most slaveholders 
were unable to stop the flight of their human property. 
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11 
Counting the Costs 


“DICKERSON CALLED ON ME to Know what Kind of a negro she was,” 
explained William Butler, the son of aman who wanted to sell a 
female slave to Henry Dickerson of Barren County, Kentucky. They 
were sitting at the son’s kitchen table in January 1819, waiting for the 
father to return with the slave. She was twenty-eight years old, 
strong and healthy, Butler said, and could be used as a field hand or 
house servant. “[H]e asked me how often she had runaway,” the son 
recalled; two or three times he replied. When the father arrived with 
the woman, Dickerson scrutinized her closely. Discovering she had 
lost several toes on one foot from frostbite, he instructed her to take 
off her stocking and to walk across the floor. When she did so 
without a limp, he said he would take her home and try her out for a 
few days and if he liked her he would buy her. The next morning, 
Dickerson returned, said he would take her and promised to pay 
$600 in two installments for the slave woman Rody. 


Within a short time, Rody ran away, was captured, and ran away 
again. Indeed, it soon became apparent that “she was in the habit of 
running away & staying out ... for weeks & months at a time.” She 
absconded so often and stayed out so long each time that Dickerson 
thought she was mentally unbalanced and doubted whether she was 
“capable of proper reflection & judgment.” If this were not enough, he 
now recalled what he had been told at the time of the purchase: 
Butler assured him that he “had never whiped said negro that she 
was no eye servant but was industrious & attentive to business & 


require no looking after.” In truth, as he discovered in an interview 
with one of Butler’s neighbors, she had been whipped repeatedly, 
and after each whipping, she had run away. Discovering this, he 
refused to pay the balance on his note. When he went to Adair 
County, where Butler lived, to confront Butler, he discovered that 
Butler himself had departed for Tennessee. There was now nothing 
left for him to do except send the slave to the New Orleans market. It 
took him a year before he sold her, and when he did, she brought 
only 40 percent of the original purchase price.* Even with his refusal 
to make full payment and with money from the sale, Dickerson had 
lost a substantial amount, paying for her capture, transportation, food 
and clothing, as well as the auctioneer’s fees and other expenses in 
New Orleans. 


Dishonor Among Masters 


William Butler and his father’s duplicity in dealing with a potential 
buyer was by no means unique in the slave South. Many other 
owners were equally deceptive. Putting slaves up for auction or 
approaching individual buyers, they rarely admitted, much less 
advertised, their slaves as habitual runaways. To do so would make 
a potential sale difficult, and even if it could be consummated, the 
price would certainly fall below market value. Slaves known as 
“runners” lost a significant percentage of their market value and were 
often difficult to sell. If word got out that a slave was rebellious or had 
attacked whites, it might be impossible to consummate a sale. 
Following the Gabriel plot, two slaves were convicted as “actors and 
abettors of the late insurrection” but had escaped the death penalty 
and were turned over to traders to be sold. They promptly escaped 
into the Northwest Territory but were captured after wounding a 
guard. Taken down the Ohio and Mississippi rivers to the Spanish 
Territory, the two still could not be sold. In 1829, when David McKim, 


a Baltimore chemical maker, sold Allen Henson, he did so at a loss 
because it was known that Henson had attempted to escape ten 
months before.’ 


The domestic slave trade was fed in part by masters seeking to 
rid themselves of unmanageable and unruly slaves by selling them 
to distant markets. Even in local markets, however, owners 
disguised the fact that they were selling runaways. As a number of 
lawsuits suggest, masters frequently sold runaways to unsuspecting 
buyers. In South Carolina, William Rouse paid fifty guineas in 1799 
for the slave Sarah, who was represented by her owner, a man 
named Vernon, as “a good sound healthy & useful negro.” When he 
ascertained that “the said Wench was a notorious Thief and 
runaway,” Rouse filed suit. In their discussions concerning “a negro 
Fellow named Will,” owner William Harris told the prospective buyer 
that the slave was “a faithful industrious and honest fellow and might 
be depended on as an excellent Plantation Negro.” Henry Peeples, a 
planter in Greene County, Georgia, accepted the owner’s word and 
purchased Will in September 1802 for $600. It did not take him long 
to realize that he had been duped. The black man was “lazy 
rougueish & unfaithful in every respect & one whom it was 
impossible to keep at his work he ever being disposed to Elope.” In 
his equity court suit, Harris noted that Will had “repeatedly runaway” 
and by his “profligate conduct in this and many other respects” had 
become entirely “useless.” 
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The guardian of Joshua’s owner explained to a local court that the 
slave was “unmanagable and dissipated” and “frequently absents 
himself, staying away a long time, paying and making no hire.” 
Fearing he would run away to a free state, the guardian asked for 
permission to sell the forty-three-year-old slave at a sheriff's sale. 


Among the costs the buyer paid was a $10.50 jail fee. 


The same scenario was repeated in West Baton Rouge Parish, 
Louisiana, in 1820, when Sebastian Hiriart, a planter, crossed the 
Mississippi River to purchase “a certain negro fellow,” about twenty- 
two years of age. Hiriart promised to pay $1,020 in two equal 
installments a year apart. The “negro fellow” was represented as a 
“prime specimen,” and Hiriart paid nearly twice the going rate. He 
soon discovered, however, that he had been swindled. Not only was 
the slave a habitual runaway, but when brought to Hiriart’s 
plantation, he refused to respond to any command. Indeed, the new 
owner thought he was deaf. The slave was “of no use or service.” In 
Maryland, Charles Digges of Prince George’s County bought the 
unexpired term of the twenty-three-year-old slave Enoch in 1848 for 
$300. In making payments of $40 a year until the term of servitude 
ended in 1856, there was a good possibility that the owner would 
make a profit. A strong, young male slave would bring three times 
that amount in annual hire. But he, too, quickly discovered he had 
been defrauded. Enoch was a habitual runaway, and Digges lost a 
substantial amount trying to hire him out.° In these and other cases, 
angry and hostile slave owners told of misrepresentation, deceit, and 
fraud. When sold, slaves were described as hardworking, 
trustworthy, and submissive. The new owners soon discovered just 
the opposite was true. 


This deceit occurred not only when slaves were bought and sold 
but when they were hired out as well. In a suit brought in Davidson 
County, Tennessee, Archibald H. Harris told of the chicanery and 
deception practiced by Joseph Cook, the owner of “a Negro man 
named Harry.” Cook approached him in 1814 about hiring the black 
man—‘“a good serviceable hand” and “not [a] runaway’—for a year. 
Shortly after Harris signed an eighty-five-dollar note for a year’s hire, 
Harry ran away. As soon as Harris “could get him out of one Jail 
where he was taken up and Confined he would again escape.” 


Harris found out that Harry was “a notorious worthless and runaway 
Slave.”© 


Some owners went to great lengths to conceal their slaves’ 
behavior patterns. The conversation between the agent of a Missouri 
planter and a commission merchant and auctioneer in New Orleans 
revealed how far some owners were willing to go to rid themselves of 
chronic runaways. “I was about to sell said Slave Lewis to a 
respectable man, a friend of mine,” the auctioneer reported, and he 
asked the owner’s agent “to be candid in his representations of said 
slave Lewis.” He wished to know his character, as the law of the 
state differed from the common law. He wanted a guarantee that the 
slave was “free of vices and maladies according to the law of 
Louisiana.” This meant the slave had to be certified against insanity, 
leprosy, consumption, ill-health, and running away. The agent told 
the auctioneer that the slave in question had “no faults and no vices” 
and was “a good plantation negro.”” The auctioneer’s friend, Henry 
Crane, purchased Lewis in early 1851 with a full warranty. 


MARSHALS SALE. 
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} In Chancery. 


GEORGE R. GHISELIN hnd WIFE, | 
AND OTHERS, ON, PETITION. 


he” Louisville ‘hancery Court, rendered in the above cause, the 
undersigned or onegpi us, will, 


On MONDAY, the éth day of NOVEMBER, 1854, 


About the hour of 11 o'clock, A. M., sell to the highest bidder, at public auction, before the court house door, in the 
city of Louisville, a slave man — aged about 43 years, on credits of six and twelve months, for equal por- 
tions of the purchase money. 


H r chaser te give bond with approved security, bearing interest from the day of sale 
Tnt p; 


By virtue of à deeree of 'i 


| HENRY DENT, M. L. C. C. 
Oct. 26th, 1854. HENRY WOLFORD, Dep. 


Within days, Lewis absconded. It was an especially cold January, 
and by the time he was captured, after being out for some time, 
Lewis had developed a deep and persistent cough. Taken to the 
slave pen, he got dysentery. Crane was so outraged that he booked 
passage for the slave and himself on an upriver steamer, to return 
Lewis to his owner in Ste. Genevieve, Missouri. Within a short time, 
however, the slave died. A postmortem examination revealed that 
Lewis was “weak and greatly emaciated,” his right lung was 
“absorbed and wasted in great part” with “numerous abscesses” and 
filled with “tuberculous matter.” Though he had died of consumption, 
the physician said, Lewis had an enlarged liver and several ounces 
of a reddish fluid in the “penicardicum.” In a civil litigation (for 
damages sought, see appendix 5), Crane charged that he been 
duped: he was sold a seriously ill slave who was “addicted to the 
habit of running away.”® 


The sale and resale of runaways reached such dimensions in 
Louisiana that lawmakers listed running away, along with ill-health 
and disease, as a “redhibitory” vice. Even if a purchaser could not 
prove that a slave had previously run away, the presumption of guilt 
on the part of the seller was assumed if the slave absconded within a 
few months after the sale. In 1835, for example, St. Landry Parish 
slaveholder Henry A. Bullard purchased in New Orleans for $1,200 
“with full warranty a Negro man slave named Lewis aged twenty two 
years.” In May 1835, “and within two months after the said sale, the 
said slave Lewis, without the slightest provocation & under 
circumstances which leave no doubt that he is a runaway, 
absconded & runaway from your petitioner, and has not been heard 
of since; altho’ every precaution was used to reclaim him.” In ruling 
for reimbursement, District Judge C. Watts, citing an act passed in 
1834, asserted that if “either the vices of character viz running away 
or habit of theft” appeared within two months after a sale, the 


presumption that those vices were long-standing “repels all contrary 
proof or overwhelms it.”? 


To allay the fears of slave owners in the Lower Mississippi River 
Valley, slave traders in the upper states obtained sworn affidavits 
that the slaves they offered were not habitual runaways. “We, John 
Porter and James Porter freeholders in the County of Shelby and 
State aforesaid [Kentucky], do certify that a certain negro Man slave 
for life, aged about twenty-six years named John about five feet 7 or 
8 inches high, dark complected, and is a good field hand,” one such 
affidavit on a printed form stated in 1829, “that he has not, within 
their knowledge, been guilty or convicted of any crime—but that he 
has, on the contrary, a good moral character—and that he is not in 
the habit of running away.” Virginia traders, too, printed up affidavits 
during the 1820s stating that slaves were not habitual runaways. 
Such documents, signed by prominent “freeholders,” justices of the 
peace, clerks of court, and magistrates, accompanied bills of sale to 
Mississippi and Louisiana.'° 


Even with such safeguards, the buying and selling of runaways 
continued apace. Those who transported slaves from one state to 
another could be miles away when it was discovered that the slave 
sold as a “prime” and “likely” field hand was, in fact, a habitual 
absconder. Even when buyers were able to bring their cases to 
court, it was nearly impossible to recoup their losses. A Georgia 
planter who said he had been misled when he purchased a runaway 
received a favorable ruling in the Wilkes County Superior Court, but 
his expenses and losses far outweighed the award he received from 
the court. Nor were judgments easy to collect even when the seller 
lived in the same jurisdiction. A West Baton Rouge Parish man said 
he had been put to “great expense in paying charges & pursuing him 
the sd Slave when he has been runaway.” Even with a favorable 
court order for repayment, he was unable to force the seller to repay 
what he had lost. Henry Peeples of Greene County, Georgia, lost 


$600 when he bought a slave who ran away. He sued William Harris, 
the man who sold him the perpetual runaway, but the jury awarded 
him only $25, out of which he was required to pay court costs. This 
was yet another example of duplicity and loss to the buyer of a slave 
who was in the habit of running away. In other instances, there were 
suits, countersuits, trials, retrials, appeals, temporary injunctions, 
confiscations of property, and years of bitter litigation." 


Contemporaries were well aware of misrepresentations. A group 
of South Carolina residents observed in 1843 that Charleston had 
become a dumping ground for the sale of Upper South slaves who 
were vicious and violent. Perpetual runaways “are palmed upon 
careless or confiding Citizens among us, and their mixture with our 
own, has had a ... [baleful] influence upon the docility and 
usefulness of our slaves.” Sellers and dealers engaged in these 
practices purposely because they reaped the largest profits by 
selling slaves as far away as possible from their “old range” where 
their “notorious bad character” was well known. The laws barring 
slave importation “merely for sale” in Alabama and Mississippi only 
exacerbated the problem in South Carolina. A group of Delaware 
residents agreed when they noted that, despite a law prohibiting the 
exportation of slaves from that state, the most intractable bondsmen 
were being exported “contrary to this law” to various parts of the 
Lower South. 12 


Slave buyers wanted a guarantee, as these affidavits reveal, that 
the slaves they were purchasing were “not in the habit of running 
away.” 
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Not only did owners misrepresent their slaves, a few owner- 
traders dealt largely in buying and selling runaways. This was risky 
and highly speculative, but the profits from purchasing obstreperous 
slaves in one area and selling them as “prime” and “likely” hands in 
another could be substantial, especially during the 1840s and 1850s 
as demand in the west drove prices spiraling upward. The South 
Carolina partners of William Metts and William Bell were typical of 
this group. They searched out runaways, purchased them at low 
prices, then journeyed to slave markets in the west. In 1858, Metts 


learned that David Stoddard, an old farmer in Laurens District, 
wanted to sell a teenage slave named Sam whom he could not 
control. The trader went to Stoddard’s farm to inspect the slave but 
was told not to ask Sam any questions because he might run away 
as he had on previous occasions. A short time later, Metts returned, 
purchased Sam, worth $1,000 according to his owner, for $750, and 
Bell co-signed the note. Then, with a coffle of slaves, Metts set out 
by train to Montgomery, Alabama, with Sam “heavily hand cuffed” 
and chained. '* 


Other masters who were in the process of buying and selling 
slaves kept a sharp eye out for the profits that they might gain by 
purchasing runaways in one section of the South and selling them in 
distant markets at inflated prices. In 1828, Samuel Cobun of 
Claiborne County, Mississippi, journeyed to Virginia to buy hands for 
his plantation and for speculation. He visited Henrico, Hanover, King 
William, King and Queen, Albemarle, and Essex counties, but hands 
were either “unlikely” or selling at exorbitant prices. One twenty-two- 
year-old slave brought $520, a boy of fourteen brought $289, and a 
man approaching sixty brought $150. He heard about a few “small 
ones,” ages eight to twelve, selling at $180 each, and if they were 
“likely” he would buy them. “I shall be off to Maryd and should have 
done so before, but for difficulties there, which do not exist here,” he 
wrote from Richmond. He was looking to buy runaways on 
speculation, but noted “you can’t get a negro in Jail in Md. without 
trouble, and the titles are not good in many instances.”'4 


To mislead potential buyers, false papers, improper titles, and 
fraudulent references could be obtained. At times, traders bought 
slaves without papers or abducted them for resale. It was not usually 
masters who became involved in such unseemly conduct, but 
occasionally slave owners themselves stole other owners’ slaves. 
John Peters of Florence, Alabama, wrote Governor A. P. Bagby in 
1839 about a Kentucky owner who stole several of his mother’s 


slaves. Peters instituted a suit in Kentucky to reclaim his mother’s 
property. “I was influenced by those considerations wch address the 
feeling interest and patriotism of every Southerner upon any invasion 
of this species of our property,” Peters wrote as he sought 
assistance from the governor. Slaveholders must be protected in 
their possession of slave property “as guaranteed to us by Solemn 
Compact and the fundamental laws of this Govt.”15 


But slave stealing and kidnapping occurred frequently in various 
parts of the South. Isaac Briggs, a planter in both Maryland and 
Georgia, explained that there were many “avaricious and 
unprincipled” whites who abducted blacks—‘“some free, some 
manumitted to be free in a limited time, and some slaves.” They 
transported them to different parts of the South, then secretly took 
them before a magistrate and, for a price, secured false titles and 
other legal documents saying that they were the owners of the 
slaves. If questioned, they could claim that they were bringing in a 
fugitive. Kidnappers carried on a brisk traffic in people of color, 
Briggs asserted. It was so brisk that in some sections even legitimate 
owners were put on the defensive. When the runaway Alabama 
slave Ben was sold out of the Pikeville jail in 1836, Jeremiah 
Pritchett, Ben’s owner, not only failed to prove ownership but was 
accused of perfidy. “Is Pritchett held among his acquaintances as an 
honest, honorable man?” the court asked. “Is he a man of Known 
truth? Is he or not to be fully credited on his word or his oath?” 
Pritchett described Ben, produced a bill of sale, and brought 
witnesses to back up his story. “You put me to the trouble to prove 
my character,” he wrote the judge of the Marengo County Court, 
assuring him that he would never lie about such a matter “for what 
wd it proffit me to gain the whole world and lose my own soul.”'® 


Others were less concerned with quoting Scripture than profiting 
from the sale of runaways. In 1808, Dr. John Newnan, a physician in 
Johnson City, Tennessee, sold farmer Thomas Stewart a slave 


woman without informing him that she was in a Salisbury, North 
Carolina, jail under arrest as a runaway. The doctor also sold to the 
same farmer the woman’s daughter, who had been left behind. The 
woman was returned to Tennessee and delivered to Stewart. When 
he learned he had bought a fugitive, he refused to pay, but neither 
would he return the slaves. Newnan hired an agent to retrieve his 
property. When the agent appeared, Stewart “got into a passion” and 
took him into the kitchen “& taking hold of said Negros by the hand 
Viz Rachel & Patt he said ‘here | deliver these negros to you as the 
property of Dr. Newnan.” But before the agent could take them 
away, the farmer’s son, Montgomery Stewart, appeared and refused 
to turn over mother and daughter. It was sometime later that Dr. 
Newnan himself, in the middle of the night, crept onto the Stewart 
farm, “kidnapped” Rachel and her daughter, and took them to 
Nashville for auction." 

That a prominent physician would sneak onto another man’s farm 
in the middle of the night to retrieve his slave property and then set 
out under cover of darkness to a city halfway across the state to 
auction Rachel and her daughter to the highest bidder reveals the 
impact runaways had on the slaveholding class. The selling of 
runaways and the deception involved in this case were by no means 
unique. Indeed, one could argue that men and women who owned 
other human beings often found themselves in a position where even 
the most honorable among them were forced into acts of dishonor 
and deception. In the sale of runaways, such was often the case. 


The Conspiracy Theory 


Slave owners seemed to find it difficult to understand why so many 
slaves ran away. It was one thing for a few vicious, unruly, and 
unmanageable slaves to leave the plantation, but most, they argued, 
were gentle, obedient, and happy. How was it that such a contented 


group, sometimes even the most skilled and privileged among them, 
took their leave without uttering a word? Masters admitted that some 
slaves wanted to be with loved ones, take a holiday, and avoid hard 
work. They also admitted that some slaves found it difficult to make 
proper decisions, had some “defect” in their personalities, or suffered 
from depression or other mental problems. Little Charles stole away 
from his Louisiana plantation and broke into a meathouse on a 
neighboring farm. When he was caught and whipped by three white 
men and still ran away again, his master said he suffered from 
“mental alienation” and “fits of insanity.” 18 


The “mental alienation” theory was given scientific authority by 
Dr. Samuel Cartwright, a prominent New Orleans physician. In an 
article in De Bow’s Review in 1851, Cartwright explained that many 
slaves suffered from “drapetomania, or the disease causing negroes 
to run away.” The name was derived from the Greek, dpatretnZ, or a 
runaway slave, and pavia, mad or crazy. Absconding from service 
was “as much a disease of the mind as any other species of mental 
alienation,” Cartwright wrote. It was as well understood by planters 
and overseers as it had been by the ancient Greeks more than two 
millennia ago. To cure the disease, Cartwright proposed that owners 
provide slaves with adequate food, housing, and fuel. If the disease 
persisted, however, owners should whip them until they fell “into that 
submissive state which it was intended for them to occupy in all 
aftertime.”'9 


Whatever the reason, slave owners believed it was not because 
most blacks disliked slavery or their masters and mistresses. When 
a Virginia runaway burned down the jail to effect his escape, his 
owner insisted that he did not do so out of any “malice.” Some 
owners felt their runaways had simply made a childish mistake and 
would return if given an opportunity. “Should Nancy return of her own 
accord,” a South Carolina owner explained in an advertisement, “she 
will be forgiven and likewise furnished with a ticket to find another 


owner if required.” Almost exactly the same words were used by 
other slave owners seeking a return of their property: “If he returns of 
his own accord, he will be forgiven,” “If Prince will return to me in two 
weeks, there shall be no questions asked.” To a recently purchased 
family of six, including father, mother and their four children, George 
Cox of Charleston wrote: “If they return of their own accord, | will 
forgive them.” Such “compassion” stemmed from the belief that 
these slaves were not unhappy with their lot but were irresponsible 
or unstable.*° 


Even after many months, sometimes years, owners continued to 
hold out hope that their runaways would come to their senses and 
return of their own accord. They continued to reject the notion that 
their slaves actually wanted to be free. Charleston owner William H. 
Smith tried everything to prevent his slave Tenah from running away, 
but nothing seemed to work. She had absconded on several 
occasions, each time remaining away for several months. When she 
left during a trip to Barnwell District in 1830, Smith offered a $100 
reward. Six months later, he still could not believe she wished to be 
permanently free. “[I]f she comes in of her own accord, within one 
month from this time, no punishment will be inflicted, and she shall 
have a ticket to select an owner in the city.” If not, however, he would 
have her “transported beyond the limits of the State.”?1 


If it were not slave owners, then who was at fault? Masters often 
pointed to slaves from outside the United States, intruders from the 
North, free blacks, or a few lawless whites. These groups did not 
understand the master-slave relationship or that most slaves were 
contented. Rather, they sought to stir up discontent. In 1793, slave 
owners in South Carolina observed that slaves were becoming 
increasingly insolent and aggressive. The militia was put on standby. 
It was widely believed that “the St. Domingo negroes’—those 
imported from the Caribbean—were sowing the “seeds of revolt.” 
They were doubtless influenced by black revolutionary Toussaint 


L’Ouverture. During the 1790s, some southern states restricted the 
entry of black people from the West Indies. In the early nineteenth 
century, slave owners pointed to “French Negroes,” those from 
French possessions in the Caribbean, as continuing to foment unrest 
among the slaves in the southern states. They observed that slave 
revolts were often organized and planned by runaways.?2 


To others, it was not French-speaking Caribbean blacks who 
were inciting slaves to run away. Instead, it was whites from the 
North. In 1804, a group of fifty-four residents of Richmond, Virginia, 
accused northern ship captains of corrupting the morals of their 
slaves. Trading vessels from New York and the New England states 
frequently moved up the James, York, Rappahannock, and Potomac 
rivers; the captains of these ships, the group of Richmonders 
asserted, tried to inculcate in the “weak minds” of slaves a spirit of 
“discontent, tending to insurrection,” and in many instances enticed 
them to abscond. Nor were these concerns the result of the hysteria 
that gripped many parts of the South following the revolt in Haiti and 
the Gabriel and Sancho conspiracies in Virginia. The same 
arguments appeared in later years, during tranquil and tumultuous 
times, in the Upper and Lower South, along the seaboard and in the 
interior. During the 1850s, southern whites expressed grave 
concerns about whites from the North corrupting their slaves and 
continued to refer to the horrors of slave revolts.2° 


The theory of meddlesome intruders corrupting the morals of 
slaves could be seen in the attitudes of individual slave owners. 
Virtually all misbehavior by slaves against their masters—violence, 
insurrection plots, running away—was ascribed by Rachel O’Connor, 
the mistress of Evergreen Plantation in Louisiana, to evil and diabolic 
nonslaveholding whites. When slaves absconded in the Feliciana 
parishes in 1835, she observed that “mean white men” were the 
“sole cause of all.” When a slave woman assaulted her mistress on a 
nearby plantation, O’Connor wrote: “I have no doubt, of some mean 


white man being the cause of the trouble.” And when a group of 
slaves along Thompson's Creek conspired to revolt, she had little 
doubt that the plot was instigated by two white men who “made their 
escape.”24 


In their runaway notices, some masters also revealed their belief 
that their slaves would never run off on their own. “I have no doubt 
but they are conducted by some villain,” Jesse Williams said in 1813 
of the two field hands he had recently purchased for his plantation in 
Logan County, Kentucky. They were both “keen and sensible.” Why 
would they want to run away? A Virginia master said his slave John 
went off with an Englishman. He was not sure whether the white 
man would “endeavor to convey this fellow off [and] sell him” or 
entice him away with some promise, but he was certain his slave 
would not go off on his own. Others said they had last observed their 
slaves with whites, had noticed white men “lurking about the 
plantation” shortly before a slave absconded, had a feeling their 
slaves were being “persuaded away” by whites, or learned that their 
slaves had been promised passage “out of the state” by whites. John 
Saunders of Nashville was convinced that his “likely mulatto Negro 
Man, named GEORGE,” was “coaxed off by some white man.” He 
would simply not have gone off on his own.?° 


When some of their most “loyal” slaves ran away, masters often 
attributed such treachery to outside influences. In 1841, an Alabama 
farmer said there was little doubt that the two runaway brothers he 
owned had been “decoyed.” An Alabama planter, James C. 
Coleman, of Eutaw, explained that he knew his mulatto slave Caesar 
well, describing him as a pleasant and contented slave. It was 
impossible, therefore, that Caesar, in his late twenties, well-treated, 
and loyal, would run away on his own. “I am apprehensive that some 
person induced him to run away,” Coleman wrote, “as he left during 
my absence and without any known cause.” The same was true of 
the four slaves who absconded from the Giles County, Tennessee, 


farm of John C. Reagin. They left one Sunday night in the midst of 
the harvest. “They are probably making their way to Ohio or Indiana 
—and | have reason to suspect they were enticed away by a white 
man, and may have free papers or passes.”2° 


If slaves eluded capture, or made difficult escapes, masters said 
they must have done so with the aid of outsiders. Late one night, 
George, who managed his master’s financial affairs, led his wife, 
three children, a grandchild, and a ten-year-old black girl away from 
the master’s plantation in Jefferson County, Florida. His owner 
immediately said that George must have been “backed by some 
white man, who will try to carry the negroes out of the country.”2’ 


Rumors, innuendos, accusations, and false reports flourished 
following the departure of runaways who were thought to have been 
enticed away or hidden by “some designing white men.” In some 
sections, even being accused of such activity could be disastrous. 
Georgians were no more litigious than residents of other states, but 
several slander suits in the state illustrate what might occur to whites 
imputed to have helped runaways. In 1804, John Pettit, a white man 
who lived in Jefferson County, was accused by a slave owner of 
harboring his runaway. In a $10,000 libel suit, Pettit said he had 
always been “a good, faithful, & honest citizen,” but now had lost his 
“good name, fame, credit & Esteem.” No one would “trust or have 
any connection with him.” He was “a bad citizen & an harbourer of 
negroes.” In 1821, William Jordon of Jones County was similarly 
impeached by Nathaniel Perrott, who said Jordon had twice 
concealed his “negro fellow named Sam” and provided him with 
meat and turnips. Jordon fell into “great discredit and distrust with 
those good and worthy Citizens who before that time used to desire 
[his] Company & Conversation.” His “good name, fame Credit and 
reputation” were destroyed by the “false scandalous malicious and 
defamatory words.” In 1831, John W. Hemby sought $5,000 in 
damages against John Appling, who said that “Wrays Runaway girl 


(meaning Wm Wrays Runaway female slave Susan)” was being 
harbored at the farm where Hemby resided. Hemby, too, 
experienced “public scandal infamy and disgrace.”2° Thus, the mere 
hint of collusion with runaway slaves could ruin a man’s reputation, 
whether guilty or innocent. In fact, two of the three Georgia men 
were found by the court to be blameless, but the conspiracy theory 
was articulated so often that southerners came to believe that many 
of their runaways were indeed lured away. 

Nonslaveholding whites and outside agitators, they insisted, were 
a major cause for slave discontent. A group of slave owners in Mc- 
Clennan County, Texas, contended during the 1850s that emissaries 
from northern organizations were distributing literature to incite 
slaves against their owners and to instigate desertion. Similar 
assertions were put forth in other parts of the South. In 1859, a 
group of residents in Louisa County, Virginia, said “vagrants and 
temporary sojourners” were inciting slaves to “desertion or 
conspiracy and insurrection.” Under the auspices of preaching the 
gospel and distributing “pious works,” northern fanatics were goading 
slaves to resist their owners. These outsiders were preaching black 
equality—or, as they put it, slaves were morally, socially, and 
politically “adequate of themselves.” A member of the Virginia 
General Assembly asserted that the best way to combat this evil was 
to require that all visitors from nonslaveholding states sign a pledge 
promising to abide by the provisions in the Fugitive Slave law.?9 


Another strand of the conspiracy theory involved free persons of 
color. Many owners believed that free blacks were loyal to their slave 
brethren and would do anything to assist them in betraying their 
masters. During the 1840s and 1850s, these fears surfaced often, 
especially in Virginia, with its large slave population so close to the 
North. A group of slave owners recommended that the time period 
slaves be allowed to remain in the state after emancipation be 
reduced from twelve months to one month. That would not allow the 


emancipated sufficient time to become acquainted with the roads 
through the mountains, and they could not “purloin off our slaves and 
reach a free state.” A free person of color was sometimes influenced 
by white abolitionists, but he could also have strong motives of his 
own, including “the liberty of his wife his child or his relation.” White 
Virginians should also be watchful for free people of color arriving 
from northern cities, another group warned, for the black intruders 
sowed seeds of “discord and disaffection” among the slaves.°° 


It is not difficult to understand how slave owners became so 
attached to the conspiracy theory. It fitted neatly into their political 
struggle with the North; it absolved them of blame for slave 
discontent; and it offered a simple explanation for a complex human 
problem. Thus, despite the profusion of runaways in their midst, they 
could deny that blacks were resisting slavery. 


Estimating Frequencies and Owners’ Costs 


Among the first things J. D. B. De Bow did after arriving in 
Washington, D.C., in 1853 as superintendent of the United States 
Census was to oversee the publication of A Compendium of the 
Seventh Census. Coming from New Orleans, where he had spent 
seven years as founder and editor of De Bow’s Review, a journal 
strong in the defense of slavery, De Bow was now in a position to 
strengthen his defense. One of the questions census marshals 
asked slave owners in 1850 was how many bondsmen and 
bondswomen had run away during the previous year and had 
remained at large? In De Bow’s opinion, the statistics compiled from 
the question offered further evidence of the benign nature of 
southern slavery: in Alabama, the number of successful fugitives 
stood at 29, in Arkansas 21, Florida 18, South Carolina 16, and there 
were fewer than a hundred each in Kentucky, Louisiana, and 
Georgia. Maryland led all states with 279, and the South’s total stood 


at only 1,011. A decade later, census takers counted even fewer 
fugitives. During the year ending 1 June 1860, among 3,949,577 
slaves, the census said, there were only 803 escaped slaves who 
remained at large, about one in every 5,000 blacks, or one-fiftieth of 
one percent.*' 


Marshals asked slaveholders to list their runaways. The replies 
not only produced flawed results, but the narrowly constructed 
question about those still at large failed even to hint at the magnitude 
of the problem. From various primary and secondary sources, 
several generalizations can be made about the size of the runaway 
population. First, while the number of newspaper notices for fugitives 
increased with the expansion of the slave population between 1790 
and 1860, only a small fraction of runaways was advertised. Second, 
the journals, diaries, correspondence, and records of slaveholders 
indicate that it was a rare master who could boast that none of his 
slaves had absconded. In fact, the vast majority admitted just the 
opposite. Third, some farmers and planters owned “habitual” 
runaways, slaves that set out on numerous occasions and were 
usually sold or severely punished or both. Such slaves ran off two, 
three, four, or more times each year. Thus, while runaways 
constituted a small minority of the slave population, they were of 
enormous significance in the plantation universe.°2 


It will never be known how many slaves ran away at any given 
time, but the following examples from a group of small slaveholders, 
from an industrial master, and from one large plantation were 
unexceptional. When Maryland farmer William Biggs died and left his 
estate to his widow, Catherine, under the supervision of his son-in- 
law, one of the first things the son-in-law did was to seek to “recover 
some slaves who had runaway some time ago.” Similarly, in the 
reports of guardians for children who owned slaves there is 
commentary on runaways. Henry Goodloe of Boyle County, 
Kentucky, was responsible for making the eight slaves of his ward, 


John R. Shannon, a clear asset. This was rendered difficult because 
one of the slaves was a perpetual runaway, and he was forced to 
sell her at auction along with her child. Among the eleven slaves in 
the estate of Isaac B. Nelson, a Giles County, Tennessee, farmer 
who died in 1854, was Isaac, who ran away five times in a single 
year, lying out weeks at a time during all seasons. For farmers and 
small planters, the record book of Basil Kiger during a two-year 
period reveals what many others experienced. He made the 
following payments, as they appeared in his record book:°° 


Sept 11th [1849] To cash pd. jail fees for 14[.]25 
Ezekiel 
[1849] To cash pd [jail fees] Archy  17[.]17... 
[Oct.] 26 [1849] To Cash paid Mrs Collins Boy —_5[.]00 


For runaway 


Augst 16 [1850] To Cash paid. Runaway 18[.]00... 
Negroes 

[May]lst. [1851] To Cash Paid for catching 50:100: 
Isham 

Oct 12 [1851] To Cash Paid Expenses 13[.]00 


for Runaway 


In industrial slavery, an example of runaways exists in a 
mortgage deed signed in 1804 between partners of a nail factory in 
Havre de Grace, Maryland. In 1804, to maintain his share of equity in 
the enterprise, Roger Boyce mortgaged twelve of his male slaves 
who worked in the factory. They ranged in age from fourteen to forty- 
five, although half were teenagers. Within a few years, the firm 
folded, Boyce died, and the mortgaged slaves were put up for sale. 
Nearly half of them were advertised as “negroes who have runaway, 
and who will be sold at the risk of the purchasers.” To be advertised 
in such a manner, and at such a reduction in price, Big and Little 
Jacob, Isaac, Abraham, and Harry were not merely truants but 
runaways.“ 


An inventory of slaves on Homestead Plantation in St. James 
Parish, Louisiana, in December 1860, illustrates the problem of 
runaways on a large plantation.*° The slaves were owned by Reine 
Welham, the widow of William P. Welham, and as was the case on 
other sugar plantations, men outnumbered women. But among a 
total of 125 slaves, there were twenty-two family units. Only three 
women had husbands living elsewhere, and there were only five 
orphaned youngsters. The adults worked as cooks, gardeners, 
washerwomen, house servants, carpenters, nurse, cooper, hostler, 
driver, sugar maker, plant foreman, water carrier, and field hands. 
The ages of the slaves reveal a remarkably stable slave community: 
Old Sandy, a gardener, was eighty-five, there was one slave in her 
seventies, several in their sixties, eighteen in their fifties, and the 
same in their forties. Most labor in the cane fields was performed by 
the fifty slaves in their teens, twenties, and thirties. 


Homestead was a typical large plantation during the late 
antebellum period. If anything, with 60 percent of the slaves either 
too young (ages one to twelve) or too old (over forty) to perform 
exhaustive labor in the fields, it was more benign than most, and the 
widow Welham more caring than a majority of her fellow planters. 
Among the 64 male slaves at least thirteen years of age, 4 were 
listed as “Runaway”: twenty-three-year-old Henry Smith; Washington 
Jr., the same age; John Miles Jr.; and his father, forty-one-year-old 
John Miles Sr., a field hand who suffered with a hernia. Among the 
32 women in the same age group, none was cited as a runaway. 
Thus, about 4 percent of slaves age thirteen and older had 
absconded.*© 


While it is not possible to use percentages or proportions over 
two generations for the South as a whole, Maryland farmer William 
Biggs and nail manufacturer Roger Boyce, Kentucky minor John 
Shannon, Tennessee farmer Isaac Nelson, and Louisiana planter 
Reine Welham represented typical slaveholders within their 


respective groups. In fact, if anything, Welham’s experience with 
runaways would represent the conservative side of the compendium. 
This was certainly the case in several Mississippi counties during the 
1850s, when sheriffs and magistrates used printed forms to process 
the volume of runaway slaves committed to jail in their 
jurisdictions.°” 

Touring the South during the 1850s, Frederick Law Olmsted 
asserted that on every large or moderate plantation he visited 
masters complained about runaways. Even in sections of the deep 
South where blacks had “no prospect of finding shelter within 
hundreds of miles, or of long avoiding recapture and severe 
punishment, many slaves had a habit of frequently making efforts to 
escape temporarily from their ordinary condition of subjection.” This 
was so common that southern whites described it as “a disease—a 
monomania, to which the negro race is peculiarly subject.” It should 
be kept in mind that “throughout the South,” Olmsted concluded, 
“slaves are accustomed to ‘run away.’””°® 


Olmsted was essentially correct. A close examination of planters’ 
records, runaway advertisements, county court petitions, and other 
primary sources reveals that it was an unusual planter (generally 
defined as one with twenty or more slaves) who could boast that 
none of his or her slaves had ever run off. Indeed, many confronted 
the problem at least once or twice a year, and a few struggled to 
control a plague of runaways. Nor was it uncommon for blacks to 
flee from slaveholders who owned fewer than twenty slaves. These 
owners too often faced severe problems with runaways. 


In 1860, there were about 385,000 slave owners in the South, 
among whom about 46,000 were planters. Even if only half of all 
planters experienced a single runaway in a year, and if only 10 or 15 
percent of other slaveholders faced the same problem (both 
extremely conservative estimates) the number of runaways annually 
would exceed 50,000. Add to this the number of slaves who, like 


Sam King on Morville Plantation, continually ran away, and it 
becomes clear that Olmsted’s impressionistic observation was far 
more accurate than the “scientific” data provided in the United States 
Census. 

Just as the exact number of runaways will never be known, 
neither can we know for certain the financial losses suffered by 
slaveholders. But here, too, several generalizations can be made 
from circumstantial evidence. First, most runaways remained out 
only a few weeks or months and so the loss to planters was primarily 
a loss of labor. Second, comparatively few runaways were 
successful in their bid for freedom, and thus the capital losses 
remained minimal. Third, while running away could not be 
eliminated, it could be controlled with relatively modest financial 
outlays. Fourth, the average reward offered for advertised slaves 
(fifteen dollars in the early period and twenty-five dollars in the later 
period, including those who offered no reward) represented a tiny 
fraction (less than 5 percent) of the value of the slaves. The reward 
structure revealed how confident masters were about the return of 
their human property. 


It was rare when the cost of retrieval amounted to more than a 
small percentage of a slave’s value. In the early nineteenth century, 
young able-bodied field hands were valued at $350 in Richmond, 
$500 in Charleston, and $500 in New Orleans; in 1837, averages 
ranged from $900 in Richmond to $1,200 in Charleston and $1,300 
in New Orleans; by 1860, averages in Richmond and Charleston 
were about $1,200, in New Orleans, $1,800. Women; children; the 
elderly; slaves who were deformed, scarred, diseased, or crippled; 
and babies without parents brought less, and the average for all 
slaves was smaller than the average for field hands. Although the 
costs of slave hunters, helping pay for patrols (usually assumed by 
the state), sending overseers in pursuit, rewards, and jail fees rose 
over time, the comparative costs remained small compared with the 


price of slaves. During the early period in the Mississippi Territory, 
the law required that any person bringing in a runaway receive a $6 
reward and expenses. By the mid-1830s, slaveholders in various 
states paid a few dollars to print up handbills and to advertise in 
newspapers and “18 cts per day each” for “dieting negro men” in jail. 
It cost Franklin H. Elmore of Walterborough and Columbia, South 
Carolina, for example, $26.84 to retrieve Isaac and Sancho, jailed in 
December 1834 and claimed 7 January 1835, including capture, 
jailing, food and clothing. Often slaves worth several hundred dollars 
could be hunted, advertised, captured, jailed, and returned, for less 
than $50.39 
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The volume of runaways in the deep South during the 1850s is 
suggested by the advertisements in a single issue of the New 
Orleans Daily Picayune. Rewards were offered for Jack, Sam, Zip 
or Harry, Edward, Daniel, Henrietta, Mary Mackendish, William, 
and Tom. The volume is also indicated by the printed, fill-in-the- 
blank forms (see next page) used by sheriffs in Natchez and Port 
Gibson, Mississippi, to collect jail fees for captured runaways. 


By the 1840s and 1850s, travel costs had gone up, and 
professional slave hunters often charged $5 a day plus expenses, 
while reward offerings and jail expenses and prices for chains and 
handcuffs increased. But there had been a dramatic rise in the price 
of slaves, and expenditures for retrieval still remained relatively 
modest. Owners complained about “great pecuniary Loss, and 
personal inconvenience,” the great “trouble and expense,” but even 
some of the most troublesome runaways cost their owners small 
sums in lost labor and expenses. One Maryland master, who 
complained bitterly that his “Servant Boy Brice a slave for a term of 
[thirty] years” was in the “Habit of running away” and had subjected 
him to “much Expense trouble and inconvenience,” presented a 
statement in 1850 showing lost labor and expenses:7° 


Absent from 16 Sept 4 Oct. 1849 Cost me 10 
Absent from 26 Nov to 24 Feby 1850 Cost me 50 
Incidental Expenses 15 

$75.00 


A decade later, another master paid exactly the same amount to a 
slave catcher for the return of his property. “Mr. Roper brought down 
Henry today and | have put him in Jail,” W. S. Cothran, president of 
the Bank of the Empire State in Rome, Georgia, wrote his friend 
William Browne, the owner of an Alabama plantation. “Roper makes 
a charge against you for seventy five Dollars for catching negro etc.” 
Such losses were not inconsequential, but compared with the value 
of the slaves (Brice sold for $350 a short time later, and Henry would 
have brought at least $1,000), even these relatively high expenses 
were not burdensome, especially for wealthy planters.*" 


Most retrieval costs were well below what it took to bring back 
Brice and Henry. R. Dunbar lost some days labor from his slave 
Emily, committed to the Adams County, Mississippi, jail in 1857, but 
when he received the notice of her incarceration, the bill included 


only charges for two days sustenance at 40 cents a day, a $6 reward 
for the person who brought her in, a magistrate’s fee of 88 cents, 
constable fee of 75 cents, and a committing, releasing, and docket 
charge of $2.25, for a total cost of $10.68. Similarly, the fees for 
Maria Cooper’s black man Jim, jailed 23 September 1858, in 
Claiborne County, Mississippi, was only $11.75. In Warren County 
one master paid an additional $5 for a branding iron.*2 


At times slave owners were able to avoid even these modest 
fees. It sometimes happened that runaway slaves were committed to 
jail by order of a justice of the peace. Michael Bruner, jailer of Adams 
County, Mississippi, complained in 1809 that such runaways were 
not always reported, and so they remained in jail for months. The 
jailer was subject “to considerable trouble and expense,” and the 
masters, who were punishing their slaves, took them back at their 
convenience without paying “a farthing” for their incarceration. In 
1807, the same situation existed in Surry County, Virginia, when a 
jailer took up five runaways, a woman and four children. The jailer 
sent word of their capture to their owner Henry Daniel but received 
no response. Months passed, and although the five were “regularly 
advertised & at the proper period offered for hire” no one wanted 
them. Meanwhile “their naked condition” rendered clothes and 
blankets necessary, and the woman, “whilst in jail, was delivered of a 
child, consequently gave much trouble and additional Expense.” In 
all, when the owner finally arrived to retrieve his slaves in January 
1809, the county had expended more than $422 for their care and 
upkeep, expenses Daniel refused to pay.*° 


As in the Surry County case, a few slaveholders found the costs 
of retrieval substantial. When slaves remained out over extended 
periods, traveled to distant locations, or had a good head start before 
being discovered missing, expenditures for slave catchers, dogs, 
transportation, advertisements, meals, rooms, horse rentals, jail 
fees, medical expenses, and rewards could grow large. Nor could 


most owners refuse payment as did Virginia’s Henry Daniel. One 
Louisiana planter noted how he had been “obliged to lay out and 
expend several large sums of money to differe[nt] persons to make 
search and inquiry” after his slave named Christmas, who should 
have been easily spotted as he left shackled with irons and branded 
with the word “Durnaw.” Not only did he pay slave catchers, but sent 
along several slaves who consequently “lost a great number of days 
work.” Mississippi farmer Jacob Duckworth, as noted above, spent 
more than two hundred dollars pursuing Henry, accused of 
murdering one of his slaves. Costs, of course, varied during different 
time periods, in different parts of the South, but retrieval 
expenditures occasionally constituted a substantial percentage of a 
slave’s value. The most expensive scenario was to hire a slave 
catcher who failed in his efforts, and then, months later, discover the 
runaway in a distant jail. It was then necessary to pay the slave 
catcher, court costs, jail fees, transportation expenses, and 
sometimes a reward.*4 


For small slaveholders, such expenditures could create severe 
hardships. The complaints of these owners concerning the “great 
cost and expense” of reclaiming runaways were often justified. At the 
time of his death about 1842, Elisha Collins of Lauderdale County, 
Mississippi, owned two slaves, a young man and young woman. The 
bills submitted to the estate by slave trackers E. Peters and M. 
Ethridge revealed the difficulties the owner had experienced with the 
man: 


To Cash paid E. Peters 4 Days With Negro Dogs to apprehe[n]d 
Negro Steven a $5 pr. Day 20.00... 

to Cash paid E. Peters and M. Ethridge Expenses in pursuit of 
Negro Steven $1[.]50 pr. Day 4 Day Cash $12.00 ... 

To Cash paid M. Ethridge 4 Days With Negro Dogs—@$5 pr 
Day—20.00. 


For Collins such expenses were not trivial; indeed, he had not been 
able to pay them during his lifetime, and excluding his two slaves, 
who sold for $900, the $52 charge was nearly equal to the value of 
his entire personal estate.*° 


For a number of years, Dick and Bill labored on the small farm in 
Bastrop County, Texas, owned by James Alston, but following their 
master’s death in November 1851, the two plotted an escape. When 
their chance came, they bolted off together, heading northeast and 
then southwest toward the Mexican border. The bill submitted by the 
administrator of Alston’s estate traced the route of the slave 
catchers, who stopped at the Rio Grande River. In “Hunting for and 
traveling to hunt for, the runaway negroes Dick & Bill,” they rode 
more than 750 miles, spent many weeks, and expended nearly 
$200. When Alston’s estate was inventoried, it was clear why such 
efforts had been undertaken. Alston owned five horses worth $100, a 
yoke of oxen worth $35, and three slaves—Dick, valued at $900; Bill, 
valued at $800; and Harriett, valued at $450. In the end, the 
administrator noted only that the two slaves “have escaped & not 
[been] found.”“ After paying the slave catchers, the estate was left 
with a few hundred dollars. 
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The loss of slaves’ labor was also a hardship for masters with 
only a few bondsmen and bondswomen. For one estate with thirteen 
slaves, it represented exactly 8.3 percent; twelve blacks were hired 
out at $50 each, or $600 per year, but the thirteenth, named Danger 
or Young Titas, “ran away for nearly the whole yr, and therefore was 
of no service.” In March 1853, Peter W. Gibbons’s slave John Gray 
of Baltimore County ran away and remained out until late November. 
When Gibbons listed his expenditures, he included $6 for 
advertising, $15 for six trips to Baltimore, including “4 different times 


myself in search,” a $10 reward to William Snyder, $5.94 magistrate 
and jail fees, and $66.75 lost time at $8 per month, a total of 
$103.69. During one four-year period, a slave belonging to a small 
trust estate in South Carolina ran away so many times that he 
became “almost an incumbrance.” The slave, the trustee asserted, 
was out at least three-fourths of the time. When one runaway was 
jailed in Vicksburg, Mississippi, in 1853, he made up a story about 
his owner’s name. It took his real owner, R. W. Long of Montgomery, 
Alabama, four years to track him down. By then, the black man, 
known as “John,” had been sold, and another man held the legal 
title. Long did prove ownership and received a $557 reimbursement 
(the sale price of $710 minus $153 expenses), but his losses were 
significant. Considering that the slave, in his early thirties, would 
have sold for at least $1,000 in 1857, and each year’s labor was 
worth at least $100 (minus food, clothing, and housing), the $557 
represented about one-third of what the owner might have expected 
had his slave not run away.*” 


Although financial expenditures for advertisements, rewards, 
slave hunters, jail fees, travel, and other expenses can be easily 
measured, other costs were less readily evident. Slave owners 
struggled to maintain an efficient workforce, but the time and energy 
they spent coping with the runaway problem caused inefficiency. 
This could be seen not only in the loss of labor, which for small 
planters could be substantial, but in the turmoil runaways created 
when they abandoned the plantation. In addition, owners were beset 
by a constant loss of their property—their own stolen slaves, items 
pilfered from their plantations, and runaways. Indeed, the 
clandestine slave economy in some sections was maintained and 
sustained by outlying slaves. Nor is it easy to measure the cost of 
living in the midst of violence, hostility, and subversive activity. 


The Impact of Runaways on the Peculiar 
Institution 


The determination of masters to rid themselves of persistent 
runaways, the formulation of a conspiracy theory, and costs 
associated with runaways reveal only part of the impact this group 
had on the institution of slavery. Masters were forced to explain how 
“contented” and “well cared for” servants abandoned them in such 
large numbers. Not a few owners concluded that slaves who ran 
away on numerous occasions or who failed to change their behavior 
after severe punishments were insane, imbalanced, or suffered 
mental “afflictions.” That so many slaves apparently suffered from 
the same affliction was difficult to explain. Also difficult to understand 
was the flight of so many apparently loyal and obsequious slaves. 
Bequeathed from father to son, the thirty-two-year-old Maryland 
slave Annetta Irvine had lived with the same family most of her life. A 
few years before her term of servitude was to end, as stipulated in 
the father’s will, she ran away to Pennsylvania. The family expressed 
dismay that she would demonstrate such ingratitude after they had 
treated her so well. She was soon caught and returned, however, 
and her term of servitude extended ten years.*® 


As suggested by the response of this Maryland family, the impact 
of fugitives on the attitudes of the master class was profound. At the 
heart of the slave system was the need to control laborers and 
produce profits. Both seemed to be jeopardized by the behavior of 
runaways. Substantial energy and time were devoted to the question 
of how to control the movement of slaves. Planters prohibited them 
from leaving their plantations without written permission, instructed 
overseers and managers to watch the slave quarters at night, and 
joined militia and patrols to keep the peace and capture runaways. 
They supported city ordinances and state laws designed to regulate 
and control the movement of slaves. They warned ship captains and 


steamboat owners about the penalties of harboring escaped slaves. 
Authorities in Richmond, Charleston, Savannah, New Orleans, and 
other cities made concerted efforts to prevent slaves from sneaking 
aboard ocean-going vessels.*2? They watched harbors and estuaries 
at night for possible hideaways. They created a system whereby 
slaves who ran away and were jailed could be returned to their 
owners at a relatively small cost. They supported a group of 
professional slave hunters willing to travel substantial distances and 
go to great lengths to recover the owner’s property. 


Despite these and other attempts at control, the escapes 
continued. So prevalent were runaways in some sections that whites 
became anxious, even fearful. Although the traveler who stopped at 
a Mississippi plantation and pushed furniture up against the door of 
his room before going to bed was probably atypical, it did point to 
how whites remained apprehensive. A man who shared the room 
said, “He woke me when he came in, by his efforts to barricade the 
door with our rather limited furniture.” He took two small revolvers 
out of his pocket and put them “so they could be easily taken up as 
he lay in bed.” It might be stuffy, but “ne shouldn't feel safe if the 
door were left open.” “You don’t know,” said he; “there may be 
runaways around.” Some owners put it in their wills that when slaves 
became “disobedient,” “unruly,” or ran away they should be 
immediately sold.°° At various times, slave owners and other whites 
expressed similar anxieties and fears. 


They were especially apprehensive following revolts and 
conspiracies in the nineteenth century, such as the Gabriel plot in 
1800, the revolt in Louisiana in 1811, the Denmark Vesey conspiracy 
in 1822, and the Nat Turner revolt in 1831. They were also anxious 
when groups of runaways committed various “depredations” in their 
neighborhoods. Despite their insistence that their own servants 
would never become involved in such activity, slave owners spoke of 
the possibility of “conspiracy” and “insurrection,” of slaves who were 


“proud & malignant, with great impudence,” of the “plotting and 
conspiring” to murder whites. Although not a slave owner—indeed 
she wrote about the “evils of slavery’—longtime North Carolina 
resident Frances Bumpass expressed the fears of others when she 
wrote in her diary in 1844 that rumors of a possible insurrection 
remain with her constantly. “Dwell too much on said imaginary 
scenes of murder—fear to sleep—when slumbering often start in 
dread.”°' 


What weighed most heavily on the minds of slave owners and, 
indeed, contributed to their increasing defense of southern 
civilization, was the knowledge that so many slaves were neither 
docile nor submissive. Runaways symbolized the very aspect of 
bondage that they could not reconcile with their belief that slavery 
was beneficial for both master and slave. Few owners were unaware 
of the dissatisfaction or hostility among some of their slaves. Yet 
they could not publicly, or even privately, admit that such widespread 
unrest existed. To do so would undermine the very foundations of 
their arguments about slaves and slavery. 


The influence that runaways exerted on their fellow slaves is 
difficult to assess. The harsh reprisals meted out to slaves who ran 
away and were caught and brought back were designed in part to 
dissuade others from following in their footsteps. There was also fear 
and at times resentment among those who remained behind 
because they were punished for the actions of absconders. Yet, 
most slaves had genuine sympathy, compassion, and hidden 
admiration for those who defied the system in such a manner. It was 
painful to watch the beatings and whipping of runaways, especially if 
they were kin or close friends, but those who remained on the 
plantation secretly cheered their brethren who remained at large for 
weeks and months or never returned.°2 


Even slaves who were captured and punished on a regular basis 
could count on support from their fellow slaves. Such was the case 


on James Henry Hammond's Silver Bluff Plantation on the Savannah 
River in South Carolina. Between 1831 and 1855, there was an 
average of two escapes per year (a total of fifty-three). The 
runaways did not fit precisely into the profile described earlier, being 
slightly older (average age thirty-three compared with twenty-seven), 
slightly more male (84 percent compared with 81 percent) and 
probably remaining out longer (an average of forty-nine days). Yet, 
they were typical in most respects, especially for the Lower South: 
not a single runaway gained permanent freedom, one-third of them 
came in of their own accord, and they received sustenance, support, 
and encouragement from slaves on the plantation. This happened 
despite the fact that Hammond was well aware that those who 
deserted were “lurking” about in a nearby swamp. He waged a 
continuous but unsuccessful battle to stop the flow of food and 
provisions to outlying blacks, including punishing the other slaves 
with more work—plantation management was “like a war without the 
glory” he ruefully commented—but the blacks remained loyal to their 
brethren and continued to supply them.°° 


Hammond’s neighbors were experiencing similar difficulties. In a 
rare interview, the Georgia slave Friday explained after capture how 
he remained out for several months at a time. Owned by Charles 
Manigault of Gowrie Plantation on the Savannah River, Friday ran 
away to a nearby swamp, hid out, then went to a store owned by a 
man named Jefferson to trade for food and supplies. He spent time 
on a heavily wooded island in the Savannah River, “a great hiding 
place,” and in the kitchen of a nearby plantation. The house servants 
hid him there because the slave quarters was often searched. In 
addition, Friday said, Harry, the driver at Gowrie, “never stops a 
negro or tries to talk him out of it wnen he knows that he is going to 
run away.”°4 


Ironically, running away in this respect brought slaves together. 
There were few slaves who could not picture themselves in the same 


position as those who were striking out for freedom. At times this 
commiseration and empathy, as on Silver Bluff and Gowrie 
plantations, translated into practical support. Plantation slaves 
harbored runaways from other plantations, protected, clothed, and 
fed them, and offered information about routes of travel. Some 
fugitives hid out for many weeks, even months, on neighboring 
plantations. Considering the possible reprisals for engaging in such 
activity, the support given in this manner was remarkable.°° The 
bonds forged were strong ones, born in crisis and hardened by the 
fear of retribution. 

Perhaps the greatest impact runaways had on the peculiar 
institution—among whites and blacks alike—was in their defiance of 
the system. Masters and slaves knew that there were blacks who 
were willing do almost anything to extricate themselves from 
bondage. They ran away again and again, and in some cases were 
willing to sacrifice their lives. Being transported from Jefferson 
Parish, Louisiana, back to New Orleans by a local sheriff, George 
leaped into the swift-flowing Mississippi River in 1852, swam a short 
distance, and went under. Others also “unexpectedly jumped 
overboard” and were lost when it was apparent they would be 
returned to their former master or sold away from a husband or wife. 
A few committed suicide rather than remain enslaved. Such was the 
case for Bush, an Arkansas slave who hid out on a mail boat going 
up the Ohio River from Louisville to Cincinnati but was discovered as 
the boat came into port. Taken into custody, he was placed in a 
yawl; as they rowed toward shore, Bush jumped overboard and 
immediately sank. “Strange story,” wrote the wife of the Arkansas 
planter whose brother owned the runaway, “Bush such a capital 
swimmer, and drowned in 5 feet of water!”°® 


In their escape attempts, most slaves neither died nor committed 
suicide, but the number who made it as far as Bush—from the deep 
South to the Ohio shoreline and beyond—remained very small. 


Among those who did, perhaps none expressed himself more clearly 
and forcefully about the meaning of freedom than Frederick County, 
Virginia, runaway Joseph Taper, who wrote a letter to a white 
acquaintance in 1840 tracing his escape, near capture, stay in 
Pennsylvania, and arrival in Canada (see appendix 6). Forced to flee 
“in consequence of bad usage,” Taper ran off to the North in 1837, 
taking his wife and children. During a two-week stay in Somerset 
County, Pennsylvania, he read his own runaway notice in a local 
newspaper. When he was in Pittsburgh, he learned of the presence 
of George Cremer, a slave catcher hunting “runaway servants.” In 
August 1839, he took his family to St. Catherines, Ontario, rented a 
farm, and raised a crop of potatoes, corn, buckwheat, and oats, 
acquiring seventeen hogs and seventy chickens. 


St Catherines W C, Nov 11th 1840 
Dear Sir, 


| now take this opportunity to inform you that | am in a land of 
liberty, in good health. After | left Winchester | staid in Pensylvania 
two years, & there met some of your neighbors who lived in the 
house opposite you, & they were very glad to see me; from there | 
moved to this place where | arrived in the month of August 1839. 


| worked in Erie Penn where | met many of our neighbors from 
New Town. | there recieved 26 dollars a month 


Since | have been in the Queens dominions | have been well 
contented, Yes well contented for Sure, man is as God intended he 
should be. That is, all are born free & equal. This is a wholesome 
law, not like the Southern laws which puts man made in the image of 
God, on level with brutes. O, what will become of the people, & 
where will they stand in the day of Judgment. Would that the 5th 
verse of the 3d chapter of Malachi were written as with the bar of 
iron, & the point of a diamond upon every opprossers heart that they 
might repent of this evil, & let the oppressed go free. | wish you 
might tell Addison John, & Elias to begin to serve the Lord in their 


youth, & be prepared for death, which they cannot escape, & if they 
are prepared all will be well, if not they must according to scripture 
be lost forever, & if we do not meet in this world | hope we shall meet 
in a better world when parting shall be no more.... 

We have good schools, & all the colored population supplied with 
schools. My boy Edward who will be six years next January, is now 
reading, & | intend keeping him at school until he becomes a good 
scholar. 

| have enjoyed more pleasure with one month here than in all my 
life in the land of bondage.... 

My wife and self are sitting by a good comfortable fire happy, 
knowing that there are none to molest [us] or make [us] afraid. God 
save Queen Victoria, The Lord bless her in this life, & crown her with 
glory in the world to come is my prayer, 

Yours With much respect 
most obt, Joseph Taper?’ 
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A Note on Primary Sources 


TO A REMARKABLE DEGREE, the recent scholarship on slavery has relied 
either on plantation records, planters’ journals, and the testimony of 
prominent whites, or slave reminiscences, slave narratives, and 
slave autobiographies. Even authors interested in women’s history 
have uncovered diaries of elite white women or produced 
monographs about black women based heavily on recollections. This 
is neither the time nor place to evaluate this literature. Suffice it to 
say that many of the persons who inhabit the pages of recent studies 
are either far removed in time and space from the South they 
describe, or, due to conventions, or the purpose of a diary, are less 
than candid in their observations. 


In our study of runaways, we rely on two types of evidence not 
fully utilized by scholars: notices of runaways in newspapers and 
petitions to southern legislatures and county courts. Besides their 
contemporary nature, both sources provide a number of unique 
strengths. Masters who advertised for a return of their property had 
little reason to misinform their readers and every reason to be as 
precise as possible. They presented information on a range of topics 
concerning their slaves, including physical descriptions and family 
relationships. Petitions are also an excellent source. Responding to 
an event, situation, or potential danger, petitioners realized that it 
behooved them to be as forthright and candid as possible. Female 
petitioners, for example, knew that they would gain little by pretense 
or deception since most people in their communities knew their 
situations. Consequently, they discussed their circumstances with 


remarkable candor and accuracy. Moreover, the veracity of 
petitioners can be weighed against the response of defendants, 
witnesses, magistrates, and judges. Of course, all sources are 
biased, but when it was in the interest of individuals to state their 
case as Clearly and truthfully as possible and to secure corroborating 
testimony, the primary source achieves a high degree of credibility. 
The appendixes that follow provide illustrations of the types of 
sources used in this study. The notes reveal how we used these as 
well as other sources to understand the history of plantation rebels. 
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Appendix 1 
Newspaper Advertisements 


Tennessee Notice for Negro man named Sam 


TWENTY DOLLARS REWARD 


RUNAWAY from the subscriber living near Nashville, state of 
Tennessee, on the 27th of April, 1813, a negro man named sAm, 
about 25 years of age, nearly six feet high, stout, well proportioned, 
active and likely; rather of a yellow complexion, an open 
countenance, generally wears his hair platted before in two or three 
plats; is extremely proud; smokes segars, and walks with a 
considerable air—he is a good cook, an excellent waiter in the 
house, and carriage driver: he understands all kinds of farming work 
and the distillery; he had on when he went away a home-made 
cotton shirt and pantaloons, and took with him a blue broad-cloth 
coat about half-worn, a pair of boots, and sundry other articles of 
clothing which cannot now be described: he is inclined to steal, and 
no doubt will soon provide himself with good clothing; his back and 
thighs, if examined, will shew the marks of the whip. It is most likely 
he will make for Cincinnatti, and from thence for the Canada lines. 
Ten dollars will be give for securing the above negro, if taken within 
60 miles of Nashville, and reasonable charges if brought home; or if 
further, the above reward of twenty dollars, if secured in any goal 
within the United States, so that | get him again. 


Michl. Campbell 

May 26, 1813 

39-3w 

[Source: Nashville Whig, 26 May 1813.] 


Tennessee Notice for Negro man named Jim 


RUNAWAY, 


On the night of the 9th Nov. Inst, a negro man named JIM or 
ARMSTEAD, aged about 22 years, about five feet ten inches high, very 
likely, and when spoken to has a pleasing appearance; has 
whiskers. No particular marks recollected. He wore off when he left a 
fur cap, brown cloth frock coat, boots, &c.; had with him a variety of 
clothing, description not recollected, and will most likely dress very 
well and in newest fashion. He also rode off a large bay horse about 
8 years old, a natural pacer, foretop has been cut off and nearly 
grown out, with a Spanish saddle quilted cover, and no padd saddle 
bags, &c. | think it most likely that he has attempted to make his way 
for Nashville, Tenn., or New Orleans. He has a mother in Nashville, 
said to be free, the wife of a man by the name of Wilson Davis, and 
was raised in that place and has many acquaintances there: he has 
lived for the last fewe years in New Orleans, and was a short time 
since brought to Alabama by WM. T. Gamble, who conveyed him to 
me. | have but little doubt that he will make for one of the places 
mentioned, and will give a reasonable reward to any person who will 
apprehend and commit him to jail, or give me such information as 
will lead to the recovery of said negro and horse. 

Geo. W. Lane. 
Athens, Ala. Dec. 19.—W31 


The Louisville Journal will publish the above once a week for 
three weeks, and charge this office. 


[Source: Tennessee Republican Banner 26 December 1838.] 


Alabama Notice for Anthony, Billy, and Bartlett 


RANAWAY 


RANAWAY from the plantation of the subscriber, on the Alabama river, 
three Negro Men—ANTHONY, BILLY AND BARTLETT—Of the following 
description, viz: 

ANTHONY is apparently 38 or 39 years of age, 5 feet 10 or 11 
inches high, dark complexion, and speaks remarkably quick when 
spoken to, very intelligent and subtle, weighing about 160 or 165 
pounds. Anthony was brought from Spartansburg, or thereabouts, in 
South Carolina, by Mr. Underwood, a year or eighteen months since. 
He has a wife in that State, which seems to be an object in the 
expedition. He has been in the habit of going to Charleston, 
Savannah and Augusta. Anthony is the leader, and has persuaded 
the other two to go with him. It is supposed they have passes or 
some guarantee to travel with, as they have taken a week’s provision 
and all their bed clothing and apparel. 


BILLY was brought from Virginia during the fall of 1850 by Mr. 
Underwood, and sold to the subscriber in January, 1851, and ran 
away once since. Mrs. Catts of Lynchburg, owned him formerly, and 
employed him in driving an omnibus in that place for several years; 
and his objec[t] is to return, and thence to a free State. Billy is 28 
years of age, weighing 135 or 140 pounds, mulatto complexion, and 
stutters very much when a question is to be answered. One of his 
feet (uncertain which one,) was incurably injured by frost, while 
driving the omnibus, so much that the skin is always seamed and 
cracked open remarkably. He is wearing a white hat and cassimere 
pantaloons of light color. He was sold by Mrs. Catts on account of 
his fondness for whiskey. 


BARTLETT is a native of Norfolk, Va., 32 or 33 years of age, 
weighing 165 or 170 pounds, thick set, copper colored almost, slow 
spoken, and is, seemingly a companion for the rest without any 
object in view, unless the chance of a free State. He was brought 
from Norfolk when 12 years of age, and raised until that time by a 
Mr. Burford or Bruford. He was brought to this county by a Mr. 
Willis[.] lf Bartlett should be taken, he will soon divulge the history of 
all. 

A very liberal reward is offered for their apprehension, or any 
information concerning them, and more so for their delivery. 

Anthony and Bartlett had whiskers, and Billy a Goatee, which are 
off probably by this time. 


L. G. WEAVER. 
Selma, Ala., June 30, 1853—c3t 
[Source: Richmond Enquirer, 1 July 1853.] 


South Carolina Notice for Ceely and Frances or 
Fanny 


$500 REWARD.—RANAWAY. 

about three years ago, a mulatto girly named ceeLy, rather short 
and thickset, about 28 or 30 years of age, light complexion; has a 
small scar on her upper lip, near the mounth; her upper teeth bad, 
near gums; a fine seamstress, mantua maker and tailoress; has 
often been seen about the city since she went off, and is supposed 
to be harbored (as she has been heretofore) by some white person. 
Three hundred dollars will be paid for her apprehension, and fifty 
dollars on proof to convinction of any responsible person who may 
have harbored her. 


ALSO, 


The girl Frances, or Fanny, about 26 years of age, ranaway in 
December last; has been seen about town, until within the last three 
or four months; of good height, brown complexion, rather sharp 
features; her upper front teeth gone, (but she may have had fasle 
teeth to replace them, as she declared she would if she ran off;) talks 
like the North Carolina negros, where she was raised, but latterly 
[sic] has lived in Florida; has a pleasant expression, speaks slowly 
and deliberabely, and altogether a very likely girl. She, too, is 
supposed to be harbored by some white person in the city. One 
hundred dollars will be paid for her apprehension, and fifty dollars on 
proof to conviction of any responsible person who may have 
harbored her. 


Wm. R. TABER. 


October 6 
[Source: Charleston Mercury, 6 October 1857.] 


Louisiana Notice for Molly 


FIFTY DOLLARS REWARD—Ran away on the 14th September, 1859, 
from P. E. Beauvias, residing on S. O. Nelson’s plantation, Bayou 
Teche, the griffe girl moLLY, about 20 years of age, very small but 
well made, rather a big face for her size, with swollen eyes, very 
white teeth, kept very clean; dresses with taste and wears hoops; 
when she left, had on gold ear-rings (horse shoe shaped), and a 
plain flat ring on one of her fingers. She is suspected of knowing how 
to read and write. Will probably try to make her way to New Orleans, 
where she was purchased about six weeks ago from a trader. The 
above reward will be paid for the capture of the above described girl. 


P. E. BEAUVAIS 
[Source: New Orleans Picayune, 22 September 1859.] 
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Appendix 2 
Petitions to State Legislatures and 
County Courts 


PETITION TO THE VIRGINIA GENERAL 
ASSEMBLY, 1817 


To the Honb'® the Speaker & Members of both Houses of the 
General Assembly of Virginia 


The Humble Petition of sundry inhabitants freeholders & Citizens 
of Isle of Wight County sheweth that great and serious evils have 
resulted to the peaceable & orderly inhabitants of this section of the 
state, from the black population, that these evils are encreaseing 
[sic] to the great annoyance, & disturbance of the peace & tranquility 
of society—That neither the persons, or the property, of the Citizens, 
can be considered in a state of safety. Within the last year several 
Murders have been committed in this County, by persons of that 
colour. Among the victims, your petitioners have to lament the loss of 
one of their most valuable & respectable Citizens. Your petitioners 
beg leave most respectfully, to invite the attention of the General 
Assembly to the subject—The number of slaves & free persons of 
colour, in this part of the state is so great—as to render it a subject of 
deepest solicitude to your petitioners that the most efficient laws for 
the restraint & controul of those persons should exist—Your 
petitioners are impressed with the opinion, that the laws on the 


subject of slaves freenegroes & Mulattoes are susceptible of many 
very salutary amendments, They believe the sum at present allowed 
by law for the apprehending of out lying & runaway slaves is entirely 
two [sic] low. That it might be advantageously encresed or 
augmented to fifteen or twenty Dollars. 


That the penalty on free persons for harbouring runaway slaves, 
ought to be rendered as severe as would comport with the genious 
[sic] & principles of the Government-They most respectfully submit to 
your honorable body whither, free white persons, who are so 
forgetful of their own honor as to harbour runaway slaves ought not 
to be deemed guilty of a misdemeanor or Crime punishable by 
confinement in the Jail or penetentiary House & whither free persons 
of colour who are guilty of the offence of harbouring runaway slaves, 
ought not to be deemed felons & punished by Death. Your 
petitioners are well aware that the penalties they propose are very 
severe, & that severe penalties sometimes defeat the object of the 
legislature, Yet they believe that the evils of which they complain can 
be arrested by the most severe & exemplary punishments only—They 
have long witnessed with the deepest regret the facilities furnished 
by base & immoral white persons & free persons of colour, to the 
slaves, to deprive their owners of their services & to plunder them of 
their property with impunity. That such intercourse between slaves 
and free persons is calculated to produce crimes of the most serious 
and dreadful consequences, to promote insubordination & a spirit of 
disobedience among the slaves, & finally to lead to insurrection & 
blood. Your Petitioners are fully satisfied that the peace & tranquility 
& happiness of the people, will always receive from the General 
Assembly of Virginia every security within the reach of its 
constitutional powers— 

Your petitioners fully convinced of the truth of the last proposition 
most respectfully submit to the wisdom of the legislature, the 
propriety of passing laws on the subject above refered to. Your 


petitioners Humbly pray that their situation may be taken into 
consideration by the “ne. the General Assembly. That the penalty 
for Harbouring outlying & runaway slaves by free persons-may be 
greatly encreased. That the penalty on free white persons & free 
persons of Colour for dealing with slaves, be augmented, and that a 
larger sum be allowed for apprehending runaways. 

And that such other & further amendments be made to the laws 
on the subject as shall be deemed best calculated to promote the 
welfare, felicity & happiness of the Citizens of Virginia— 


And your petitioners as in duty bound will ever pray &c 


[signed] Josiah Halleman Barth? Lightfoot 
Chs. Wrenn W" Holleman 
Arthur Smith Bailey Davis 
Joseph W Ballard Nath P. Phillips 
fet al.] 


[Source: Legislative Petitions, Petition of Josiah Halleman, et al., 
to the General Assembly, 12 December 1817, Isle of Wight, VSA. 
Rejected.] 


PETITION TO THE SOUTH CAROLINA 
SENATE, ca. 1824 


To the Honourable, The President And The Senate of the Legislature 
of the State of South Carolina 


We the subscribed Petitioners inhabitants of Claremont, 
Clarendon, St. Johns, St. Stevens and Richland Districts beg leave 
to offer to your honourable and enlightened Body, the following 
narrative as Containing the grounds of their most reasonable 
petition. It is now some years since M'-[George] Ford a highly worthy 
and respectable Citizen of our State was murdered some where not 


far from Georgetown S°. Ca-by a Negroe belonging to M". Carroll of 
Richland District named Joe (or Forest) We believe that unhappy 
occurrence happened under the Executive administration of the 
honourable Thomas Bennett. The relatives of M'—Ford offered 
liberal rewards for the apprehension of this out lawed fellow.' The 
Executive offered an appropriate reward also, but neither the 
temptation of the private reward, nor the public reward of the 
Governor, nor both Combined could'®@4 to the Capture. He was so 
Cunning and artful as to elude pursuit and so daring and bold at 
particular times when no force was at hand as to put every thing at 
defiance. Emboldened by his successes and his seeming good 
fortune he plunged deeper and deeper into Crime"! neither fear nor 
danger could deter him first from threatening and then from 
executing a train of mischief we believe quite without a parrellel in 
this Country. 


Most of the runaways flew to his Camp and he soon became their 
head and their life. He had the art and the address to inspire his 
followers with the most Wild and dangerous enthusiasm Such was 
his Cunning that but few of the enterprises for mischief planned by 
himself fail’d of success. We believe that nearly four years have now 
elapsed since the murder of M'—Ford, the whole of which time until 
[Joe’s] merited death was marked by Crimes, by mischiefs and by 
the disemination of notions the most dangerous among the blacks in 
ef our of Sections of the Country.’ (Such as were calculated in the 
end to produce insubordination and insurrections with all the hideous 
train of evils that usually follow.[)] Such at length began as we 
believed to be the danger arising from the power and influence of 
this Example and such we believed were the indications given of 
approaching insurrection, that we deemed it prepper expedient to 
call on the propper Military department to send an adequate force 
either to capture or destroy a species of enemy that Kept our families 
and neighbourhoods in a Constant state of uneasiness and alarm. 


This propper and justifiable application for assistance being 
disregarded, We made direct application to the Commander-in-Chief 
who taking no notice of our appeal to him We were Compelled as we 
conceived from the necessity of the case to associate together for 
the purposes of domestic safety and for the object of impressing our 
blacks with propper fears by the power of wholesome example We 
cannot but think that ate state Authorities as well Civil as Military 
were bound not only to have aided and assisted in car[r]ying into 
effect these most laudable views but that they were bound also 
without delay to have attended to the peace and protection of an 
important and interesting section of the State of South Carolina, for it 
is held as a just and fundamental maxim of government that States 
are bound to give to their Citizens as adequate protection as 
possible in Cases of alarm and danger. We organised several 
companies as Infantry, from among our association, and being 
prepared for some days active service under persons Chosen to 
Command We or many of us scoured Santee River Swamp from the 
Confluence of the two rivers that form it to Munys Ferry a distance 
even by land of sixty miles. Notwithstanding however the zeal and 
alacrity with which we continued pursuit We should at length, 
oppressed by the sultry sun of Atrgust October 1823, wearied down 
by excessive fatigue and rendered dispirited by the number, extent 
and character of their places of retreat and Concealment srhete 
have abandoned our their enterprise as being likely © Y'°!4 nothing 
but disappointment to ourselves and triumph to the objects of our 
pursuit, but for the fidelity of a slave belonging to M" Perrin of 
Richland District named Royal. He in perfect good faith conducted a 
select party of your Petitioners to Ae Camp of Joe and his followers, 
and having the Command of a boat, being its Patroon he with 
considerable judgment and address managed to decoy those whom 
we had long sought towards the Boat, where were stationed, a party 
expressly detailed for this duty. Soon perceiving their mistake and 


the danger full before them, they instantly attempted to defend 
themselves with well charged musquets but at a single well directed 
fire from the part of whites in the Boat Joe with three of his party fell 
dead. The rest of the gang of runaways were subsequently either 
killed in pursuit, hung for attempts to murder or were frightened to 
their respective homes. Now therefore we your most humble and 
respectful Petitioners conceiving that we particularly and that the 
State generally are*"© deeply indebted to this Slave Royal for his 
fidelity and good Conduct in making himself the immediate 
instrument in bringing to merited punishment an offender, against the 
laws of the land, pray that in due consideration of these 
things will award to him such Compensation as may be fully 
adequate and as your honourable and enlightened Body may think 
most compatible with the best interests of A€ State and with its 
dignity and Character in rewarding those that have rendered 
services to it—The good faith and honour of your Petitioners are 
implicated so far towards this Slave on account of his good Conduct 
and faithfulness that they are bound most earnestly to pray your 
honourable Body to grant their prayer in which event they shall as in 
duty bound ever pray- 


[signed] William D. Wilder 


John Mayrant Jr. A. P. Johnston 

Rich*Moore James H. Hext 

Warren Mason T. N. Johnston 

John China Ju" L. M. Brunson 
[et al.] 


[Source: Records of the General Assembly, Petition of Inhabitants 
of Clarendon, Clarmont, St. James, St. Stephens, and Richland 
districts to Senate of South Carolina, ca. 1824, ND #1874, SCDAH. 
Granted. The Assembly allowed seven hundred dollars to manumit 
Royal so long as it occurred within three years. See Acts and 


Resolutions of the General Assembly of the State of South Carolina, 
Passed in December, 1825 (Columbia: D. and J. M. Faust, 1826), 
102.] 


PETITION TO THE SOUTH CAROLINA 
SENATE, 1829 


To the Honourable the Speaker and Members of the House of 
Representatives of South Carolina— 

The Memorial of the Freeholders and Other Inhabitants of the 
Parish of Christ Church respectfully Sheweth-+. 


That Your Memorialists, Planters of South Carolina, from the 
vicinity of their property to Charleston, from their parish being 
surrounded by navigable water leading directly to, and occasioning 
much intercourse with that City, and from the great Northern road 
passing through their parish in its whole length are peculiarly 
exposed to the great evil of absconding slaves and their ruinous 
depredations— 


Your Memorialists are aware that these causes have long 
combined to produce this evil, but they have within these latter Years 
only, found it operate to an extent producing great irregularity and 
disorder among their slaves, and now leading directly to a state of 
insubordination and danger affecting the lives of individuals and the 
security of property-»- 


This State of things is operating, Your Memorialists believe, in 
every part of the lower and middle divisions of the State, as they are 
informed by the inhabitants of other parishes, and it cries aloud for 
the interference of your Honourable House—They think it 
unnecessary to say any thing of the increasing efforts made by 
enthusiasts out of Carolina, to poison the minds of our domestic 
people, these must be met in a different way, and cannot hurt us if 
the Southern states are true to themselves; but they would distinctly 
state their conviction, that great mischief has been already done, and 
is daily increasing by the misguided zeal and unguarded 
movements, acts and conversation of persons within our own State, 
owning little or none of the property they so earnestly and so 
unceasingly crave to meddle with, yet living and supported by the 
agriculture of the country-+- 


Prior to the passing of the Law of 1821 entitled an Act to increase 
the punishment inflicted on persons convicted of murdering any 
slave, and for other purposes therein mentioned,, it is asserted by 


your Memorialists without fear of contradiction, the Slaves in this part 
of South Carolina were in every respect more obedient and better 
servants, and infinitely more trust-worthy and faithful than they have 
been subsequently. Since the passing of that Law, changes in the 
prices of our crops and consequently in the fortunes of many of our 
fellow Citizens have taken place, and these changes have carried to 
Charleston for sale, large bodies of Negroes. The unrestrained 
intercourse of these with free blacks and low and worthless white 
people, during their sojourn there, has infused into the minds of the 
negroes ideas of insubordination and of emancipation, which they 
carry with them when sold into every part of the State- 


Your Memorialists have referred to the Law of 1821, as a period 
from which the evils of running away have increased upon them and 
upon the low country, and they do not hesitate to say, that this law 
has produced a most baneful influence on the conduct of the 


negroes—The persons who projected that Law stated, no doubt, that 
they were actuated by motives of great humanity, but Your 
Memorialists with much deference to Your Honorable Body 
undertake to assert, that they were not practical Southern Planters, 
otherwise they would have foreseen that the Law would be useless, 
and even hurtful to those whom it professes to protect; these 
persons were not Southern Legislators, for if they had been, they 
would have known that changing the nature of the penalties in the 
case of negroes—that inflicting the punishment of death on a white 
man for killing a slave, who is a property, instead of exacting a fine 
for the loss of that property, was placing the white inhabitants on a 
footing which would not be admitted by Juries of our Countrymen, 
and hence that the penalty would never be inflicted in any case 
however enormous; for the very effect of the law as your 
Memorialists will presently shew, is to produce upon the part of the 
Negro, such acts of violence, as call immediate vengeance down 
upon him-Your Memorialists therefore deny unequivocally the policy, 
much less the necessity, of such a law as that of 1821, unless to 
satisfy the morbid feelings of those who wish to interfere with our 
own slaves; and they further assert that the negroes of South 
Carolina were better protected by the Laws and penalties which 
were founded by our forefathers, on the dictates of common sense 
and the nature of the property, than by the law of 1821; for the Old 
laws were practical, reasonable and therefore carried into execution, 
while the new law which inflicts death without benefit of clergy on a 
white for Killing a Slave, apparently admits of no mitigation or 
exception even if the slave should have ravished his daughter, 
attempted to Kill himself, or burnt his dwelling, and is therefore only 
productive of injury to the slave, to his owner and to the country. 
Your Memorialists will now proceed to shew in their own case, 
the real and practical effect of the Law of 1821 and Your Honorable 
Body will not be surprised at the consequences, when the concise 
and artful manner in which the law has been drawn up is considered, 


its peculiar fitness to impress upon the minds of Slaves, (to whom it 
is too often read,) that they are now on a different footing as regards 
their owners and the whites, from what they formerly were; a footing 
approaching nearer to a State of emancipation from their authority, 

and of course to a State of unrestrained liberty and licentiousness— 


And first-This Law prevents Planters and Overseers from turning 
out to put down even large gangs of runaways, unless under very 
aggravating circumstances; because they will not subject themselves 
to be tried for their lives by City Juries having notions and prejudices 
as to the property, and of course as to the principle of the law itself, 
different from what every planter and owner of country property must 
have; nor will they expose themselves to endure the expense, 
vexation, and loss of time, to which they may be and in some 
instances have been made liable under this law, although in the end 
honorably acquitted- 

Secondly-The negroes finding a backwardness on the part of 
their owners and the neighbors to turn out, are encouraged to run off 
without Cause or with a view to commit depredations. Finding these 
are not closely pursued, others are encouraged to follow the same 
course, and those at home become disorderly and insubordinate-lIt is 
well known to Your Honorable body, that a State of security in crime 
like this described, must lead to greater and yet greater atrocities, 
hence the depredations upon our property, crops and cattle, have 
been enormous.- 

Thirdly-Such negroes as have in consequence of this 
combination of fatal circumstances remained out for Years, at length 
cease to respect the whites, become reckless of consequences, and 
choosing their opportunities during the sickly season of the Year or 
when individuals are alone and supposed to be defenseless, attack 
them with a view to destroy them- 


Fourthly the end of this chain of consequences proceeding from a 
most injudicious and fatal law, the act of 1821, is death to the 


misguided Slave and destruction to the property of your 
Memorialists, as will appear from the following facts supported upon 
the evidence of affidavits, 


In 1822 a negro belonging to the Estate of Spring, but formerly 
the property of a Parishioner deceased, absconded and came into 
the parish as a runaway. In 1824 a fellow belonging to M" Legare 
joined him as a runaway was shot and killed in his company-In 1825 
a family five in number purchased at the sale of A. Vanderhorst, 
absconded and joined the same ringleader—They continued out until 
October last, when the Children surrendered (one having been born 
in the woods) the Father and Mother having been both shot and 
killed—In 1827 three Negroes belonging to a Parishioners Estate 
returned in like manner after the sale of his effects, as runaways. 
One of them in January last snapped a gun heavily loaded with 
Slugs at one of Your Memorialists, who met him in the woods and 
who immediately shot the Negro. Another of these three negroes in 
October last attacked another of Your Memorialists with a knife 
fifteen inches long, stabbed him in the hand and would have cut his 
throat, but for assistance rendered in time to save him. In 1828, 
runaway slaves were collected from various parts of the Parish, one 
was Killed upon the spot, and another severely wounded for the 
second time and taken, in January last Eighteen Slaves the property 
of one of your Memorialists went off under their driver and of these 
one fellow has been shot and killed, while the house of the owner 
has been pillaged by his own slaves, ten of whom are still out in a 
neighboring parish- 

The death of these negroes has been brought on them by the 
aggravating circumstances attending their depredations, which were 
no longer to be tolerated or borne with-One negro taken some 
months ago, declared on his trial, that he had in three weeks 
destroyed Forty head of Cattle, and many of Your Memorialists are 
altogether prevented from keeping Stock of any Kind, from these 


causes, after having had large gangs of cattle, sheep and hogs 
entirely destroyed_s. 


Your Memorialists could swell this statement with many 
circumstances at once ruinous to them as well as most vexatious in 
their nature, for many of their slaves although not killed by gunshot, 
have been transported or have died in the woods and of diseases 
occasioned by running away. But they will not wear out the patience 
of Your Honorable Body, they would now rather, briefly, but with the 
utmost earnestness appeal for redress from so grievous a state of 
anarchy, occasioned by a spirit of infatuation which is abroad in our 
country touching our Negroes; they would in truth and sincerity, and 
in the name of humanity to their slaves, call for a repeal of a Law 
(the act of 1821) which lays the foundation of such waste of blood 
and property, and for a reestablishment of the Old State laws 
formerly in force—. They would ask as a means of undeceiving their 
misguided people, as a means of enabling Your Memorialists and all 
planters throughout the State, to bring their own and all other 
negroes into that state of subjection and perfect control, without 
which they speedily bring destruction on themselves and ruin on 
their owners—They would ask of this Honble Body, to pass an Act, 
declaring every Slave who shall hereafter abscond or runaway, or 
who may now be absent, as outlaws and deprived of the benefit of 
the Laws and out of the protection of the State, after the lapse of 
thirty days from his work without his Owners permission—And Your 
Memorialists as in duty bound will every pray—[signed] 


John Jonah Murrell Joseph Maybank I Ladson Gregorie 
Henry English J Hibber T. H. H. Gregorie 
Elisha Whilden D Jervey Thomas Joy 
George W D Scott A. V. Toomer R T Morrison 


Friederick Steding Paul Weston Daniel Legare 
[et al.] 


[Source: Records of the General Assembly, Petition of John 
Jonah Murrell, Joseph Maybank, et al., to the Speaker and Members 
of the South Carolina House of Representatives, 1829, #90, SCDAH. 
Referred to Judiciary Committee. ] 


PETITION TO THE NORTH CAROLINA 
GENERAL ASSEMBLY, ca. 1830 


To the Honourable the General Assembly of the State of North 
Carolina now in Session. 

The petition of Sundry Inhabitants of the Counties of Sampson 
Bladen New Hanover and Duplin humbly Sheweth, that our Slaves 
are become Almost Uncontroulable they go and come when and 
where they please and if an Attempt is Made to correct them they fly 
to the Woods and there Continue for Months and years commiting 
grievous depredations on Our Cattle hogs and Sheep and Many 
Other Things. And as patrols are of no use on Account of the danger 
they Subject themselves to and their property.* Not long since three 
patrols two of Which for Executing their duty had their dwelling and 
Out houses burnt down, the Other his fodder stacks all burnt. Your 
petitioners pray that an Act of the General Assembly may be passed 
during the present Session of your honourable body Compelling 
Each Captain in the Afore named Counties to divide their companies 
into four Equal divisions which shall be Numbered 1.2.3.& 4. and 
One Man Shall be Chosen out of Each Company as a Captain or 
commander of that Company the Rest to be Submissive to his 
Orders under penalty of fifty Cent and the Captain or Commander on 
Neglect or Refusal to Comply with the duties Named in Said law 
Shall pay the Sum of ten dollars, and the first Company Shall be 
compeled so soon as appointed to search their Respective districts 
for Runaway Slaves in all the Suspected places houses or thicks 
where they may Suppose any Runaway or Runaways are concealed 


with the priviledge of Shooting and destroying all Runaway Slaves 
who may Refuse to Submit to Said Authority, And Said Company 
Shall Continue to make Such Search at all times when Necessary for 
the Space of three months and shall during the time perform all the 
duties Required by law for patrols to perform, and at the Expiration of 
three months the Company No. 2 Shall take place and perform in 

like manner as the first and so Continue untill the whole have served 
And for Compensation to said Company, the Rewards Already 
Offered by Owners of Slaves for Apprehending Runaways and on all 
Others those that have bin Runaway any time Under Six month 
fifteen dollars and from Six months to One year twenty five dollars 
and for more than One year fifty dollars which Shall be paid by the 
Owner of Said Runaway Slave to the Use of Said Company before 
they give him Up, and all property they may find in the possession of 
Runaways where the Owner of Said property Cannot be found. 


Whereas Many Negro Slaves are Allowed by their Owners to 
Raise and keep dogs and follow them at large that do great Injury to 
Our Stocks and if we kill there [sic] dogs they will then kill Our dog, 
Our horse, or Our Cow. 

For Remedy Whereof Your petitioners humbly Request that an 
Act be passed Compelling all persons Owning Slaves at the time of 
giveing in their list of taxable property to give in on Oath all the dogs 
their Negroes are Allowed to Raise keep or follow them on the first 
day of April preceding the time of giveing in their list or Any time 
Since and pay a tax of five dollars on Each dog so given in. And your 
petitioners as in duty bound Shall Ever pray, 


[signed] P. Cromartie George A Dyer G. Downing 


Hanson W, Herring Silas Herring D, Melvin Senr 
R W Cromartie Richard Registe [?] D, T, Patterson 
John Cromartie Wiley Herring John Monroe 

A. Cromartie Phillip Herrington Daniel Melvin Jr 
D [?] Cromartie Wiley Hall David Cain 

E. Herring Love H Tatum Love M Daniel 
Rogers Lee [et al.] 


Your petitioners further request your Honerable Body if the 
method above proposed does not meet your approbation, that you 
will take our case into consideration & pass such a law, or grant us 
such relief as you in your wisdom shall think best. 


[Source: General Assembly, Session Records, Petition of 
Inhabitants of Sampson, Bladen, New Hanover, and Duplin Counties 
to the General Assembly, ca. 1830, Miscellaneous Petitions, 
November 1830-January 1831, NCDAH.] 


PETITION TO THE ORLEANS PARISH 
DISTRICT COURT, ca. 1821 


To the honorable Joshua Lewis, District judge for the first judicial 
District of the State of Louisiana 


The petition of Ant: Michoud of the City of New Orleans, 
Respectfully Sheweth 


that your petitioner is the owner of one Certain Negro Slave 
named Robert, alias Norbonne, aged of years, or thereabout, stout, 
strong, of a fair complexion, healthy & possessing many good 
qualities such as cook, servant, —brick maker &c &c very intelligent 
& having twice made the voyage of East India, but very cunning and 
of some bad habits. 


that on the 29th of December last past, your petitioner having to 
punish the aforesaid slave, did lodge him in the City Jail of New 
Orleans, then Kept by one Mr. Dom. Belaume’ Gaoler; warning the 
aforesaid Goaler of the determined disposition of that slave to 
escape so soon as he can meet with the least opportunity to do it, 
and in consequence thereof, your said petitioner most expressly 
requested the said Joaler to chain the said slave and not to suffer 
him [to] go out of Jail even to work with the others slaves, employed 
by the City to repair streets, for fear that the said slave avail himself 
of that opportunity to attempt and effectuate his escape; to which 
request the Goaler answered negatively saying that the ordinances 
regulating his duties were contrary with the compliance of such a 
request, but he, at the same time, assured your petitioner that he 
would recommend the said slave to the overseers having charge of 
the slaves of the City Jail when sent at work, as an object of 
particular & vigilant watch & assured yr. petitr that Said Slave Should 
be Safely kept. 


That yr petitioner relying on that assurance left his Said Slave in 
the said Jail and was informed that the Gaoler pointed out the Said 
Slave to the overseers, Ramirez, Planche, Peralte, and others, and 
expressly warned them of the disposition of Said Slave to make his 
escape, if opportunity, was left to him, and therefore ordered said 
overseers, carefully to watch the Said Robert alias Norbonne. 


Yr petitioner further Shews that the Said overseers or Some of 
them were further more informed of the resolute determination of 
Said Slave to runaway. 


Yr petitioner further Shews that the Said overseers, Ramirez, 
Panche, and Peralte are or were on the Second of february instant in 
the employment of the City in the Capacity of overseers having 
charge of the Slaves of the City Jail when turned out to work for the 
use of the Said City. 


Yr petitioner further Shews that notwithstanding all his 
promptness, vigilance and sollicitude in warning those under the 
care of whom was the aforesaid Slave the Said Robert alias 
Norbonne, on or about the 2d of February last, through the 
imprudence neglect or malice of the aforesaid Overseers and 
namely of that of Ramirez and Peralte affectuated his escape and 
never Since was hear of, whereby Yr petitioner Sustained a loss of 
fifteen hundred dollars. 


And Whereas masters and employers are by law responsible in 
Civil Cases for all damages and losses occasioned by their Servants 
and employees, yr petitioner, applied to the honorable the mayor of 
the City of New Orleans for the payment of the aforesaid sum of 
fifteen hundred dollars for the price value of Said Slave with interest 
from this day till paid. 

Wherefore your petitioner respectfully prays your honor that all 
necessary process may issue in this Case and that the honorable 
the major aldermen and inhabitants of the City of New Orleans 
therein residing be cited to answer this petition and be condemned in 
their Capacity of body Corporate to pay unto yr petitioner the 
aforesaid Sum of fifteen hundred dollars for price value of Said Slave 
together with interests and Costs 


And your petitioner as in duty bo [u]nd will ever pray & & 
[illegible signature] 
atty for petr 


[Source: Records of the First Judicial District Court, Orleans 
Parish, Louisiana, Case Records, Ant. Michoud vs. Mayor, 
Aldermen, and Inhabitants of New Orleans, 26 February 1821, 
#3,370, reel 6, Louisiana Collection, New Orleans Public Library. 
The case was discontinued by order of the court on 3 November 
1821.] 


PETITION TO THE BALTIMORE COUNTY 
ORPHANS COURT, 1861 


PERTISION 


To the Oneable orpants court of Baltimore county your pertisiner 
bought a prentis negro boy isaac smuthers of Joshwa Zimmerman of 
Bal Co. may 20th 1858 and ratified by the said court the said negro 
boy has runway from our pertisioner 7 Seven different times as 
follows No 1 first time in november 1858 and was gone some four 
weeks and was taken up by one of the police of Baltimore No 2 
second time in april 1859 and was gone some seven or eight days, 
and taken up by Mr Sheckels of annarundle county no 3 third time in 
june 1859 and was gone 6 days and taken up by Edward Bauldwin 
of annarandle county and brought home No 4 fourth time in april 
1860, and was gone two months, and taken up by your petisioner in 
Baltimore 

No 5 fifth time the said boy runaway the 3th day after he was 
brought home and your pertisioner sent after him and overtook him 
on his to road to Baltimor[e] No sixth time in december 1860 and 
was gone 4 weeks and was taken up by his [petitioner’s] father in 
Baltimore, and was taken sick from a heavy could [cold] that he got 
by laying out of nights during the time he was runaway and some 
three or four moths before the said boy was able to worke 


No 7 seventh time runaway was gone 5 or Six days and was 
taken up by an officer of annarundle county and brought home 
chargeing a fee of Six dollars the said negro boy Isaac has cost your 
pertisioner great deal of trouble and lost time your pertisioner asks of 
the Oneable Court for and extension of time cirvice of the said negro 
boy isaac as will pay for loss of time runing way and sick by runing 
way, the absent time of the said negro 3 months & 18 days excluson 
of the 4 months Sick and unable to worke 


William Burtons bill taken up negro 6.00 Your pertisioners 4 
diferent times going to Baltimore after the said negro boy wich is 24 
miles each way, for the court to say what it is worth the court will 
please notice that this negro boy is verey small at his age, his 
Cirvices are but small 


Yours respectfuly 
James S. Wilson 


[Source: Baltimore County Register of Wills (Petitions and Orders) 
James Wilson vs. Isaac Smithers, 30 October 1861, reel M-11,020, 
SCHWENINGER COLLECTION, MSA. Smithers’s term of service was 
extended twelve months.] 


PETITION TO THE FREDERICK COUNTY, 
MARYLAND, COURT, 1838 


To the Honorable the Judges of Frederick County Court. 


The Petition of John Wood of Frederick County humbly 
represents, 


That your Petitioner being the owner of a negro slave named 
Peter, on the 17th day of July 1827, by a deed of manumission 
executed, acknowledged and recorded according to law, manumitted 
the said Peter, when he should attain to the age of thirty years, the 
said Peter being nine years old on the 15th day of March next 
preceding the date of said deed, which will appear, by an 
authenticated copy of the said deed, herewith exhibited, marked, 
Exhibit A. Your petitioner further represents, that although he has 
ever treated the said Peter with the utmost humanity and indulgence, 
the said Peter has, for some time past, exhibited an unruly and 
insubordinate conduct, so much so as to set the authority of your 
Petitioner at defiance, and to boast of his freedom from all fear or 


restraint of or from your petitioner; that your petitioner lately hired the 
said Peter to one of his neighbours, who treated him kindly, and to 
whom the said Peter declared that he would never return to your 
petitioner, and that he never would do your petitioner any good; that 
four or five months after the said Peter had been hired out, as 
aforesaid, he ran away from the person to whom he was hired, and 
was taken up as a runaway about eighteen or twenty miles from the 
residence of the person to whom he was hired, on the direct route to 
Pennsylvania, and committed, as a runaway to the jail of Frederick 
County, as will appear, by a copy or the warrant or commitment 
herewith exhibited marked exhibit B; and has remained in said jail up 
to this time. 


Your Petitioner further represents that from the unruly and 
independent conduct of the said Peter, he labours under serious 
apprehensions for his person or the persons of his family, and his 
property, if he should release him from confinement, as the said 
Peter has, within a few days past, sent word to the children of your 
petitioner, that his confinement in jail had no effect on his bearing; 
that he did not cower under it, and used other words, not necessary 
to repeat here, coincide of his insurrectionary spirit. Your petitioner 
further represents, that the said Peter before his hiring as aforesaid, 
was in the habit of leaving his home, without the permission of your 
petitioner and returning whenever it suited his humour; and 
notwithstanding such idle and disobedient conduct, your petitioner 
chastised him in no other way, than by striking once or twice on the 
side of his cheek with the flat of his hand; and your petitioner avers 
that he never struck the said Peter, at any other time, except about 
seven years ago, when he inflicted a moderate punishment, for his 
disobedient behaviour. Your petitioner therefore, prays that your 
Honors will adjudge and extend the term of service of the said Peter, 
so as fully to indemnify your petitioner, for all expenses and loss 
occasioned by the absconding of the said Peter; and also, that your 


Honors will grant an order for the sale of all the right of your 
petitioner in and to the said servant, Peter, to any person or persons 
within or without this State; provided your Honors shall be of opinion 
that the absconding of the said Peter was not occasioned by 
improper conduct on the part of your petitioner. And your petitioner 
as in duty bound shall every pray &C. 


Thomas C. Worthington 
Attorney for Petitioner 


1833. ch. 224. 
[Source: Frederick County Court (Petitions), Petition of John 
Wood to the County Court, 31 October 1838, reel M-11,024, SC, 
MSA. Wood received permission to sell Peter’s unexpired term “to 
any person within or without this State,” but the court required that 
he be furnished with a copy of his manumission deed. Order of the 
Court, October Term 1838, with /bid.] 


PETITION TO THE TENNESSEE GENERAL 
ASSEMBLY, 1831 


To the Honble, 


The Senate & House of Representatives of the State of 
Tennessee, Now in Session— 


Your Petitioner Austin Grisham would most respectfully 
represent, that several years ago Mr Henry A. Burge departed this 
life, leaving a widow & two infant Children, Thomas & Mary—He died 
without having made a will, and left Considerable property—that 
sometime after his death, his widow was appointed guardian for his 
two infant Children, and took upon herself the discharge of the duties 
pertaining to the appointment, which will, if Considered necessary, 
be proven by the order of the Davidser AWilliamson County Court, 
making the appointment—Your petitioner states that on the 23rd day 


of July 1829, and after the s appointment was made, he 
intermarried with the s1 Widow of the s M" Henry A. Burge; that at 
the time of s4 marriage she had the Controul of several slaves 
belonging to her wards, that among them is a boy, named Nathan, 
Now, between eleven and twelve years old—Your Petitioner States 
that for three or four years back, this boy, Nathan, has been in the 
Constant habit A% running away; that he has employed all the means 
he Could himself devise, to prevent it; that he has obtained the aid of 
other experienced persons to the same object, but has failed in 
every expedient—the habit is increasing—And your Petitioner doth 
verily believe that nothing short of actual Confinement will, or Can 
restrain him from an indulgence in this vice—He says that he is a 
boy of more than ordinary Capacity, And he doth believe if the habit 
Complained of, should increase with his years (and he doth believe it 
will) he will be lost to the heirs, perhaps, entirely, by absconding, & 
finding a residence in some place or County where they Cannot find 
him, or, if found, from which they Cannot take him— 

Your petitioner states that by law he has no right to sell him, tho’ 
he is Confident it would be to the advantage of the heirs that he 
should be sold—He further states that his wife, the guardian of the 
heirs, is extremely anxious that he should be sold; that her security is 
also desireous that it should be done 

Therefore, Your Petitioner respectfully solicits Your Honorable 
Body that you would pass a law directing him other athe sd. Negro boy 
Nathan to be sold, or authorising Your Petitioner to sell him, upon such 
terms as shall deem proper to you, and with such modification as will 
secure to the said heirs the money arising from the sale, and the 
interest thereon. 

And your Petitioner as in duty bound will ever Pray. 

[signed] Austin Grisham ... 
Some twelve or fifteen months ago, | was in want of a boy, and upon 
some inquiry was informed that | could hire one of Mr. Austin 


Grisham—And upon application to him he agreed to hire me a black 
boy named Nathan, ten or eleven years old. 


| took possession of him, and was very much pleased with him.— 
He was eb obedient, active, & intelligent far beyond Most boys of his 
age whom | had ever seen 


-In about two weeks, (my belief is) after | had taken possession of 
him, in my absence, he ran away. And upon inquiry as to the Cause, 
| was satisfied he had none—In a day or two, | saw Mr. Grisham and 
informed him of the boy’s departure and he then told me, it was his 
habit, but he had hoped he would not do so, while | had him, as the 
boy had Promised him he would not—After three or four days’ 
inquiry | got him; And, being much pleased with him as a servant, 
and anxious to Keep him for a time, | resolved to pursue Such 
Course as would break the habit, if possible, and therefore, | only 
talked to him of the impropriety of his conduct, when | [told] him in 
such language as | am Confident he Perfectly understood—From his 
manner & his language he seemed to regret what he had done, & 
promised faithfully that he would not repeat the act—On the very 
next day, however, without any earthly cause, he absconded again, 
And after three or four days’ inquiry & search | found him—I then 
joined Punishment to advice, and he again promised, faithfully, that 
he would do so no more-In six or seven days he repeated the 
offence, and eluded my search for about a week—when | got him, | 
had an iron Collar made for him & put a large padlock on it, and in 
this Condition set him about his business—On the same night er 
which this was done, he eloped again and | resolved to have nothing 
more to do with him & so notified Mr. Grisham—I believe he could 
not be reclaimed & believe it, still. 


[signed] James I. Dozier 

Nov 21, 1837.... 
| am the security of M" Eliza Girsham, late Burge, the Widow of 
M". H. A Burge, deceased, and Guardian for her two infant Children, 


Thomas & Mary Burge—! Know the Negro boy Nathan, whom Austin 
Grisham, the present husband of the st. Eliza, is anxious to sell, and 
have no objection to his doing so, indeed, | am of opinion that it 
should be done, as he is the most habitual runaway, | ever Knew of 
his age—He is a boy of, greatly more than Common Capacity, And | 
think it more than probable, that if his Cunning & disposition to 
runaway shall increase with his years, that he may have the 
adroitness, before the sê. infant children, Thomas & Mary Burge 
shall have arrived at the age of twenty one to escape entirely. Given 
Under my hand this day of November 1831 


[signed] Ja. Condon 


[Source: Legislative Petitions, Petition of Austin Grisham to the 
General Assembly, ca. 1831, #18-1831, reel #18, TSLA; Deposition 
of James |. Dozier, 21 November 1831; Deposition of James 
Condon, November 1831, with /bid.] 
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Appendix 3 
Location and Possible Destinations of 
Runaways Cited in the Nashville Whig, 
1812-1816 


Location of Runaway Possible Destination of Runaway 


Nashville 15 Kentucky 2 
Ohio 1 
Davidson County 2 
(Duck River) 
Nashville or Rhea County 1 
Augusta, Georgia 3 
Davidson County 11 Kentucky 2 
Rutherford County 1 
Davidson County 2 
Virginia 1 
North Carolina 1 
Missouri Territory 1 
Wilson County 1 Nashville 1 
Dickson County 3 Nashville 1 
Ohio 1 
Kentucky 1 
Sumner County 4 Virginia or Ohio 1 
Nashville 1 
Rutherford County 5 Ohio 1 
Robertson County 1 North Carolina 1 
Smith County 3 
Franklin County 3 North Carolina 1 
Franklin County 1 
White County 1 
Madison County 1 
Kentucky 9 Tennessee 1 
Louisiana or Mississippi 
Territory 1 
Indian Nation 1 
Missouri Territory 1 
Louisiana Territory 1 
Totals 59 30 


The distance from Nashville to the county seats are as follows: 
Lebanon, Wilson County, 32 miles east; Charlotte, Dickson County, 
38 miles west; Carthage, Smith County, 52 miles east; Gallatin, 
Sumner County, 26 miles northeast; Murfreesboro, Rutherford 


County, 34 miles southeast; Springfield, Robertson County, 26 miles 
north; Sparta, White County, 83 miles east; Winchester, Franklin 
County, 94 miles south, southeast; and Jackson, Madison County, 
134 miles southwest. Daniel Haskel and J. Calvin Smith, A Complete 
Descriptive and Statistical Gazetteer of the United States of America 
(New York: Sherman and Smith, 1847), passim. 
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Appendix 4 
Location and Possible Destinations of 
Runaways Cited in the Tennessee 
Republican Banner (Nashville), 1840- 
1842 


Location of Runaway Possible Destination of Runaway 


Nashville 10 Down the Cumberland 3 
River 
Richmond, Virginia 2 
Davidson County 4 Kentucky 1 
Dickson County 1 Davidson County 1 
Rutherford County 2 
Sumner County 2 Free State or Nashville 1 
Robertson County 1 
Maury County 5 
Williamson County 3 Sumner County, Tennessee 1 
Stewart County l Nashville 1 
Giles County 8 Kentucky 1 
Ohio or Indiana 4 

Jefferson County 2 Nashville or Ohio River 2 
Hamilton County 1 
Kentucky 3 Sumner County, Tennessee 1 
Georgia 

Monroe County 1 

Walker County 1 

Madison County 1 
Alabama 

Greene County 2 

Limestone County 1 

Montgomery County 1 
Mississippi 

Noxubee County 2 
Totals 52 18 


The distance from Nashville to the county seats are as follows: 
Charlotte, Dickson County, 38 miles west; Gallatin, Sumner County, 
26 miles northeast; Murfreesboro, Rutherford County, 34 miles 
southeast; Franklin, Williamson County, 18 miles south; Springfield, 
Robertson County, 26 miles north; Columbia, Maury County, 42 
miles southwest; Dallas, Hamilton County, 141 miles southeast; 
Dandridge, Jefferson County, 229 miles east; Dover, Stewart 
County, 75 miles west, northwest; and Pulaski, Giles County, 74 
miles southwest. Daniel Haskel and J. Calvin Smith, A Complete 


Descriptive and Statistical Gazetteer of the United States of America 
(New York: Sherman and Smith, 1847), passim. 
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Appendix 5 
Damages Sought by Henry Crane for 
Runaway Lewis, 1851 


1851, January 18th. 


To purchase money paid to 
you for a Slave named Lewis, by 
Piff. at the City of New Orleans, 
State of Louisiana, which said 
slave has since died in 
consequence of disease existing 
before and at the time of sale to 
plff. $375.00 


April 7 To am't paid J. G. Gordall, 
M.D. & Surgeon for professinal 
attendance on said Slave Lewis 
including 27 visits, preseciprtions 
and consultation with A. Hart $59.00 


April 5 The am’t paid Doct. Hart for 
Examination of said Slave Lewis 
and consultation with Dr. Goodall $5.00 


April 7 To paid for medicines for said 
slave Lewis to Dr. Hyde $4.50 


April 15 To 12 weeks board & lodging $48.00 


attendance and nursing of said 
Slave Lewis at city of New 
Orleans at $4 per week 


April 7th To paid S. Boat Buena Vista 
for passage of self & said Slave 
Lewis from New Orleans, La. to 
Ste. Genevieve Mo. $15.00 


April 17 To paid funeral Expandes— 
Coffin—& burying of said Slave 
Lewis at Ste. Genevieve, Mo. $4.50 


April 17 To paid C. R. Smyth M.D. & 
Surgeon for post mortem 
examination of said Slave Lewis, 
at Ste. Genevieve, Mo. $10.00 


m 


” To pay bound bill at Ste 
Genevieve $1.75 


” 20 To paid S. B. Pride of the West, 
for passage of myself from Ste. 
Genevieve, Mo. to New Orleans, 
La. $12.00 


“20 To 14 days of my time spent in 
going from New New Orleans, 
La. to Ste. Genevieve, Mo., for 
the purpose of returning said 
slave, and back $21.00 


$555.75 


[Source: Records of the Circuit Court, Ste. Genevieve County, 
Missouri, Henry Crane vs. Toussaint Lahay and Eloy LeCompte, 3 


May 1851, County Court House, Ste. Genevieve, Missouri.] 
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Appendix 6 
Correspondence 


St Catherines W C, Nov 11th 1840 
Dear Sir, 
| now take this opportunity to inform you that | am in a land of 
liberty, in good health. After | left Winchester | staid in Pensylvania 
two years, & there met some of your neighbors who lived in the 
house opposite you, & they were very glad to see me; from there | 
moved to this place where | arrived in the month of August 1839. 


| worked in Erie Penn where | met many of our neighbors from 
New Town. | there recieved 26 dollars a month 


Since | have been in the Queens dominions | have been well 
contented, Yes well contented for Sure, man is as God intended he 
should be. That is, all are born free & equal. This is a wholesome 
law, not like the Southern laws which puts man made in the image of 
God, on level with brutes. O, what will become of the people, & 
where will they stand in the day of Judgment. Would that the 5th 
verse of the 3d chapter of Malachi were written as with the bar of 
iron, & the point of a diamond upon every opprossers heart that they 
might repent of this evil, & let the oppressed go free. | wish you 
might tell Addison John, & Elias to begin to serve the Lord in their 
youth, & be prepared for death, which they cannot escape, & if they 
are prepared all will be well, if not they must according to scripture 
be lost forever, & if we do not meet in this world | hope we shall meet 
in a better world when parting shall be no more. 


And now | must here inform you that | was forced away in 
consequence of bad usage; Only for that, & | should be been in 
America, though I do not regret coming, & if | had known how easy | 
could get along | should started 10 years sooner, for it would have 
been better for me. Besides having a good garden, this summer | 
have raised 316 bushels potatoe, 120 bushels corn, 41 bushels 
buckwheat, a small crop of oats, 17 Hogs, 70 chickens, | have paid 
50 dolls rent this year; next year | expect to build. The Queen of 
England, has granted 50 acres of land, to every colored man who 
will accept of the gift, & Become an actual settler, also a yoke of 
oxen, & plough for every two families. This a very great 
encouragement to those who have come here for the liberty which 
God had designed for them. Some have already gone, & others are 
going to take up the said land. 


When I was coming to this place | stopped at Somerset, & 
worked there two weeks; There was an advertissment put up there 
for me, 200, dolls reward while i was there. | met James Mac Near in 
Butler Co, Penn where | staid five months. | was in Pittsburg at the 
time that George Cremer was in pursuit of runaway servants. | was 
ostler for Isaac H. Brittner in Containion 5 Months, & in that time 
earned 60 dolls. | harvested while there at 115 dozen a day & then 
went home, & attended the stable, was counted the greatest cradler 
in Penn. there was no cradler known to cut that much in that part. 

There was Chase Gatewood who expected to take me to the 
Rocky mountains, got Sadly disappointed and lost his 700 dollars. 

We have good schools, & all the colored population supplied with 
schools. My boy Edward who will be six years next January, is now 
reading, & | intend keeping him at school until he becomes a good 
scholar. 

| have enjoyed more pleasure with one month here than in all my 
life in the land of bondage. And now you may believe me though 


unwelcome as the news may be, but it is true Joseph Taper has a 
commission from Col Clarck of this place, & is Capt of 40 men. 


After your read this | shall be very grateful to you if you will sent 
this to Bryan Martin Stevens. | send my respects to mrs Stevens. | 
thank her for her kind usage to me in time of Sickness. She acted 
more like a mother than a mistress. Respects to all who know me. | 
hope this letter will find them all well & as for old Milla, | expect she is 
dead & gone to the devil long ago, if she is not, | think the imps are 
close at her heels, & will soon put her where there are nothing else 
but nasty, stinking black dogs a plenty. 


My wife and self are sitting by a good comfortable fire happy, 
knowing that there are none to molest or make afraid. God save 
Queen Victoria, The Lord bless her in this life, & crown her with glory 
in the world to come is my prayer, 

Yours With much respect 
most obt, Joseph Taper 


[Source: Joseph Taper, St. Catherines, Canada West, to Joseph 
Long, New Town, Virginia, 11 November 1840, Joseph Long Papers, 
Special Collections Library, Duke University, Durham, North 
Carolina.] 

Riddicks Ville July 22nd 1848 
Mr. William Glover 

E. City N.C 

Dear Sir | spent the day yesterday in seaking out particulars 
about the stay of your run aways in the neighborhood of my Cotton 
Factory &c | am Yet keeping the matter secret, hoping to asertain 
who the writer of the forged papers is—| have only let one man into 
the secret of there [their] apprehensions &c And that for the purpose 
of gaining information, he has promised me to Keep it secret, hoping 
to detect a scoundrel from the best information | can gather they 


were in Nansemond, about the Factory & Suffolk about 12 Months, 
oftener unemployed than otherwise, at the time they were employed 
by Mr. J. W. Everett to get shingles, there papers were examined by 
Mr. E. D. B. Howell—Mr Everitt & others they were closely 
questioned, finding there answers to correspond with there papers, 
the papers having the County seal, these persons come to the 
conclusion that they were actually free—and Mr Everitt employed 
them for some months to get shingles, the timber was cut out of my 
Mill pond & the shingles gotten on the side of the Mai[n] publickK 
therefore [thoroughfare] in lower Virginia, within 10 to 20 feet of all 
passing, they were also employed by Mr Benj Smith of Suffolk to cut 
a canal & when at work for Smith was frequently in the 
Neighborhood of my Cotton Factory—I very much regret that | did 
not examine there papers myself. | should most certainly have 
detected there being spurious, and the result would have been, that 
your property would have been recovered at least 12 Months sooner 
that it was; at the time | was called on to give them a pass & to look 
for work, | used, as | thought at the time all necessary precautions, 
not Knowing the negroes sufficiently myself, | inquired of two very 
respectable gentlemen, if they knew them, they both told me that 
they had known them for some time, had examined them, and also 
there papers that they had free papers with the County seal of the 
County where they said they were raised &c | am not yet satisfied 
about the papers you handed me & shall use all my very best 
endeavors to find who the base scountrel is, and if in my power to 
find it out, shall see that he is rigidly dealth with, such offence stands 
on the lowest grade with me at this time | am suffering in the same 
way having now 3 as likely Men as any | own in the woods—| shall 
let you hear from me again, at which time, | will enclose the pass that 
has the name of William Hinton signed to it. | understand Mr. Hinton 
lives—Gates Cty N.C and is a gentleman there is no doubt about 
that, as well as the others in the same hand writing, being a forgery 
—l very sincerely hope you will be enabled to get a hold of the rascal 


who furnished the seal &c It was him who have them the chance to 
impose on the innocent Publick 


Yours Very Respectuflly 
A Riddick 


[Source: A. Riddick to William Glover, 22 July 1848, Records of 
the County Court, Perquimans County, North Carolina, Slave 
Records 1759-1864, NCDAH.] 
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Appendix 7 
Runaway Slave Database: Early Period 
1790-1816; Late Period 1838-1860 


OUR PRIMARY GOAL in creating a computer-generated database from 
runaway newspaper notices was to answer two questions: How did 
the profile of runaways change over time? How did it differ in various 
sections of the South? 


From a total of approximately 8,400 runaways advertised in 
newspapers between 1790 and 1860, including those arrested and 
those advertised as “stolen,” we created a Runaway Slave Database 
(RSDB) for two periods: early (1790-1816) and late (1838-60), with 
emphasis on two decades, 1800-1809 and the 1850s. The 
geographical distribution included five states: Virginia, North and 
South Carolina, Tennessee, and Louisiana, chosen because of their 
location—two in the Upper South, one between the Upper and Lower 
South, and two in the Lower South, three in the east, two in the west 
—and because Richmond, Charleston, and New Orleans were 
centers of the domestic slave trade. 


Among the 8,400 runaways, nearly half, or 4,084, were 
advertised during the two time periods. In creating the RSDB, when 
the number of advertised slaves was small, complete data on all 
advertised slaves were included; when the number became large, a 
random sample was drawn. The sample was generated by using 
SAS, or Statistical Analysis System, a widely used software package 
for data analyses. Considering the nature of the raw data, large 


samples were necessary to insure accuracy. The data were not 
drawn from all newspapers in a state during a time period, but rather 
from selected, important newspapers with extant runs that would 
warrant inclusion. The statistics generated by SAS include expected 
frequencies and a commonly used chi-square test, which tests the 
“hypothesis of independence.” For random sampling techniques, see 
Sandra D. Schlotzhauer and Ramon C. Littell, SAS System for 
Elementary Statistical Analysis (Cary, N.C.: SAS Institute, 1987), 
110-11. The RSDB contains information on 2,011 runawys, and can 
be broken down as follows: 


Table 6 
Number of Advertised Runaways in Database, 
Early Period 1790-1816 


Total Advertised in 


State Number Selected Newspapers 
Virginia 95 95 
North Carolina 100 sample 536 
South Carolina 240 sample 516 
Tennessee 138 138 
Louisiana 122 122 
Table 7 


Number of Advertised Runaways in Database, 
Late Period 1838-1860 


Total Advertised in 


State Number Selected Newspapers 
Virginia 195 sample 432 
North Carolina 132 132 
South Carolina 458 sample 717 
Tennessee 168 168 
Louisiana 363 sample 1,228 
Totals, Tables 6 & 7 2,011 4,084 


For each of the 2,011 individual runaways, a series of coded 
entries was typed into the RSDB. These include information on 
gender, age, height, weight, complexion, countenance, marks or 
scars, language, speech, birthplace, name, occupation, dress, 
literacy, method of travel, location of owner, destination, previous 
owner[s], reward, reason for absconding, time reported missing, 
length of time missing, listed as alone or with others, relation to 
others listed, season of running away. Within each of these general 
categories, a list of variables was created, including various 
occupations, reasons of running, reward amounts, speech patterns, 
skin color. There are a total of forty-seven general categories and 
183 individual variables. Under the category “countenance,” for 
example, there are 11 variables: friendly, polite, friendly and polite, 
nervous, surly, intelligent/artful, looks down when spoken to, inclined 
to drink, bold, cunning, and active; under the category “distinguishing 
marks,” there are 39 variables, including among others unusual hair, 
facial mark, beard, missing teeth, finger missing, unusual feet, 
branded, tattoo, ear missing, smallpox scars, whipping scars, marks 
that represent violence to slave; and under the category “passes,” 
there are 6 variables: suspected of having an old or invalid pass, had 
a pass, forged a pass, suspected of having free papers, suspected 
of having someone else’s free papers, able to write own 
pass/papers. Most runaway notices, however, contained information 
on about only fifteen or twenty variables. 


The data were drawn from twenty newspapers with the best runs 
in North Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia, Tennessee, and 
Louisiana. The data for the early sample in North Carolina were 
drawn from notices in Freddie Parker’s Stealing a Little Freedom: 
Advertisements for Slave Runaways in North Carolina, 1791-1840 
(New York: Garland Publishing, 1994). The newspapers perused are 
the following: 


Charleston Courier (South Carolina), 1806-11 
Charleston Mercury, 1849-59 


City Gazette and Daily Advertiser (Charleston, South Carolina), 
1790-91 


Daily Picayune (New Orleans, Louisiana), 1849-58 


The Edenton Gazette and North Carolina General Advertiser, 1807— 
12 


Louisiana Gazette (New Orleans), 1804-12 

Nashville Whig (Tennessee), 1812-16 

National Banner and Nashville Whig, 1849-51 

North Carolina Circular (New Bern), 1802-5 

North Carolina Intelligencer and Fayetteville Advertiser, 1808 
North Carolina Journal (Halifax), 1799-1810 

The North Carolina Whig (Charlotte), 1852-57 

North Carolinian (Fayetteville), 1849-60 

The North Carolina Minerva and Raleigh Advertiser, 1802-12 
Raleigh Register and North Carolina Weekly Advertiser, 1801-16 
Richmond Enquirer (Virginia), 1804-9, 1849-60 

The Star (Raleigh, North Carolina), 1810-11 

Tennessee Gazette (Nashville), 1802-7 

Tennessee Republican Banner (Nashville), 1838-42 
Wilmington Gazette (North Carolina), 1799-1812 


Table 8 
Female Runaways by Age Group, Early Period, 1790-1816 


Frequency North South 
(percent) Virginia Carolina Tennessee Carolina Louisiana Total 
Ages 1-12 0 1 1 4 2 8 
(10) 
Teens 7 3 5 13 5 33 
(41) 
Twenties 2 4 4 11 2 23 
(28) 
Thirties 2 5 1 6 0 14 
(17) 
Forties and 
older 0 0 0 3 0 3 
ee am d 
Total 11 13 11 I 9 81 
(14) (16) (14) (45) (11) (100) 


Frequency missing = 48 


Table 9 
Male Runaways by Age Group, Early Period, 1790-1816 


Frequency North South 
(percent) Virginia Carolina Tennessee Carolina Louisiana Total 


Ages 1-12 0 2 4 7 5 18 
(4) 

Teens 10 15 15 42 20 102 
(24) 

Twenties 41 33 51 59 43 227 
(54) 

Thirties 13 10 5 18 9 55 
(13) 
Forties and 

older 6 6 3 5 2 22 
o o — o (5) 

Total 70 66 78 131 79 424 
(16) (16) (18) (31) (19) (100) 


Frequency missing = 142 


Table 10 
Female Runaways by Age Group, Late Period, (1838—1860) 


Frequency North South 
(percent) Virginia Carolina Tennessee Carolina Louisiana Total 
Ages 1-12 1 0 0 4 9 14 
(7) 
Teens 3 4 2 20 20 49 
(23) 
Twenties 11 10 7 28 39 95 
(45) 
Thirties 0 0 7 16 22 45 
(21) 
Forties and 
older 1 1 0 5 2 9 
o oo o (4) 
Total 16 15 16 73 92 212 
(8) (7) (8) (34) (43) (100) 


Frequency missing = 36 


Table 11 
Male Runaways by Age Group, Late Period, (1838-1860) 


Frequency North South 
(percent) Virginia Carolina Tennessee Carolina Louisiana Total 


Ages 1-12 0 2 2 13 11 28 
(3) 

Twenties 32 18 30 46 40 166 
(20) 

Twenties 76 47 68 139 119 449 
(54) 

Thirties 22 14 24 42 36 138 
(17) 

Forties and 

older 15 6 5 20 8 54 
— _ _ — — 

Total 145 87 129 260 214 835 
(17) (11) (15) (31) (26) (100) 


Frequency missing = 233 
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ADAH 


DSA 


FSA 


KDLA 


LC 


LSU 
MDAH 


MSA 


NA 


NCDAH 


Abbreviations 


Alabama Department of Archives 
and History, Montgomery, 
Alabama 


Delaware State Archives, Dover, 
Delaware 


Florida State Archives, 
Tallahassee, Florida 


Kentucky Department for Libraries 
and Archives, Frankfort, 
Kentucky 


Library of Congress, Washington, 
D.C. 


Louisiana State University 


Mississippi Department of Archives 
and History, Jackson, Mississippi 


Maryland State Archives, 
Annapolis, Maryland 


National Archives, Washington, 
D.C. 


North Carolina Division of Archives 
and History, Raleigh, North 
Carolina 


SC 
SCDAH 


TSLA 


TSA 


VSA 


Schweninger Collection 


South Carolina Department of 
Archives and History, Columbia, 
South Carolina 


Tennessee State Library and 
Archives, Nashville, Tennessee 


Texas State Archives, Austin, 
Texas 


Virginia State Archives, Richmond, 
Virginia 
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Cyrus (slave, Charleston), 222 

Cyrus (slave, S.C.), 86 

Cyrus (slave of Edward Brailsford), 28 
Cyrus (slave of F.B. Pierce), 121 


Dallas County, Ala., 41 

Danger “Young Titas” (slave), 289 
Daniel (slave), 37 

Daniel, Henry, 286 

Daniel’s Island, S.C., 37 

Danley, George W. (free man), 111 
Dan River, 251 

Darcus (slave), 101 

Datcher, Francis (free black), 187 
Dave (slave, Ala.), 41 

Dave (slave, Va.), 85 

Dave (slave of William Pope), 45 
David (slave, N.C.), 85 

David (slave of Eustace Surget), 234 
David, Thomas (slave), 132 
Davidson County, Tenn., 6, 57, 65, 67, 120, 121, 175, 226, 267 
Davie (slave), 81-82 

Davis (slave), 39 

Davis, Augustine, 68 

Davis, Craven, 31 


Davis, Jefferson, 104 

Davis, Joseph, 104 

Davis, Kelly “Kelso Mabeth” (free black), 200 
Davis, Robert, 7 

Davis, Wilson, 68 

Davis Bend, Miss., 104 

Davy (slave, S.C.), 7, 16 

Davy (slave, Va.), 112, 261 
Dawson, Toliver, 147 

Dean, J.F., 247-48 

Dean Hall Plantation, 102 
Debouche, Victor, 131 

De Bow, J.D.B., 279 

De Bow’s Review, 241, 274, 279 
Deception, 107-8. See also Reneging 
Deed of Manumission, 198-99 
Defiance, of runaways, 226-28, 293 
Delany, James (free black), 184 
Delany, William (free black), 184 
Delaware River, 111 

Delhommer, Chevalier, 63 

Delph (slave), 53-54, 213 

Delphin (slave), 80 

Demopolis, Ala., 236, 260 

Denmark Vesey conspiracy, 12, 291 
Dennis (slave), 217 

Dennis (slave, St. Louis), 113 

Dent, Henry, 266 


Deslondes, Andre, 220 
Destinations: proportional estimates of, 120-23 
questions re., 165-66 
of runaway slaves, 120-23 
Devall, Thomas, 149 
Dick (slave), 12 
Dick (slave, Anne Arundel County, Md.), 81 
Dick (slave, Bibb County, Ala.), 22-23 
Dick (slave, New Orleans), 81 
Dick 
Dick (slave of Isaac Ferrell), 245 
Dick (slave of J.N. Taylor), 243 
Dick (slave of James Alston), 287-89 
Dickerson, Henry, 263-64 
Dickey, George (slave), 259 
Dickinson, Col., 84 
Dickson, Timothy (slave), 128 
Dickson County, Tenn., 120, 121, 158 
Digges, Charles, 267 
Dinah (slave), 24 
Dio (slave), 218 
Disfigurements, of runaways, 216-19 


slave, Va.), 12 
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Dissidence, price of, 15-16 

District of Columbia, 157, 185 

Dixon, William, 196 

Dogs. See Negro dogs 

Dolly (slave), 66-67 

Doman, John Henry (free black), 189 


Domestic slave trade, 50-51, 55, 264 
and kidnapped free blacks, 194. See also Slave traders 

Donoho, Mary (slave), 143 

Dorade, 56 

Dorsey, Nathaniel (slave), 252-53 

Doughoregan Manor (The House of Kings), 17, 19, 47 

Douglass, Frederick, 140 

Douglass, Jack (slave), 132 

Dozier, James l., 250, 317 

Drake’s Creek, Tenn., 73 

“Drapetomonia,” 274 

Dress, as giveaway, 129 

Drew (slave), 31 

Drivers. See Slave drivers 

Duckworth, Jacob, 79, 169, 287 

Dudley (slave), 6 

Dunbar, R., 286 

Dunmore (slave), 29 

Dunn, William, 167, 238 

Duplin County, N.C., 55, 92 

Durnford, Andrew, 200-201 

Durnford, Thomas, 26 

Duval, William P., 87 

Duvall, Thomas C., 190 

Duvant and Horner (firm), 202 


Ears, cropping of, 217 
East Baton Rouge Parish, La., 93, 149, 169, 181 
East Baton Rouge River, 112 


Easter (slave), 61-62 
East Feliciana River, 112 
Easton, Md., 208 
Eaton, John Henry, 239 
Eaton, William, Jr., 83 
Eben (slave), 50 
Eckles, James, 109 
Economy: cost of retrieving runaways, 260-62 
prices of runaways, 264 
slave prices, 177-78, 282-89 
wages of hired slaves, 35, 137, 140 
wages of self-hired slaves, 142 
wages of slave catchers, 156-57. See also Rewards 
Ed (slave), 163 
Eddyville, Ky., 114 
Edenton, N.C., 31-32, 102 
Edgar, Alfred, 158-59 
Edgefield District, S.C., 39, 128 
Edings, Mary, 139 
Edisto Island, S.C., 127 
Edisto River, 103 
Edmund (slave, Va.), 126 
Edmund (slave of Edwin J. Baker), 82 
Edmund (slave of Eustace Surget, 234, 235 
Edwards, James (slave), 107 
Edwards, James G., 231 
Elen, Jacob, 157 
Elias (slave), 213 


Elisha (slave), 234, 235 

Eliza (slave, La.), 112 

slave, Md.), 226-27 
slave, New Orleans), 72 
slave, S.C.), 67 

Eliza (slave, Tenn.), 56 

Eliza (slave of Edmund W. Watkins), 62 
Elizabeth (slave), 8, 16 
Elizabeth City, N.C., 132 
Elizabeth City, Va., 135 

Ellen (slave), 6 

Elliott’s Cut, S.C., 27, 29, 91 
Ellis, Charles, 259 

Elmore, Franklin H., 242, 285 
EI Paso, 159 

Else (slave), 220 

Elsy (slave), 56 

Elvira (slave), 129 

Elvy (slave), 61 

Elwig, Joseph (slave), 132 
Ely (slave), 34-35 
Emancipation deed, 184 
Emanuel farm, Md., 208 
Emigration, rejection of, 110 


Eliza 
Eliza 
Eliza 
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Emily (slave, Tenn.) 66 

Emily (slave, Va.), 58 

Emily (slave of R. Dunbar), 286 
England, Alexander, 72 


Enoch (slave), 267 

Ensey, Richard, 205 

Ephraim (slave, La.), 5, 16 

Ephraim (slave of Charles Steward), 93 
Erwin, James D., 41 

Essex (slave), 169 

Essex County, Va., 61, 126, 135, 166, 272 
Estell, Joseph, 188 

Esther (slave, Tenn.), 32 

Esther (slave of Jane Allen), 254 
Ethridge, M., 287 

Eugenie (slave), 70 

Euphemie (slave), 69 

Eutaw, Ala., 277 

Eve (slave), 230 

Everett, J.W., 326 

Evergreen Plantation, 49, 50, 249, 276 
Ewell, Charles, 195 

Ezell, William, 40 


Faber, Joseph, 157 
Factors, 19 
as barriers, 119 


Facts in the Life of Gen. Taylor; the Cuba Blood-Hound Importer, the 
Extensive Slave-Holder, and the Hero of the Mexican War (Stearns), 
161 


Fairfax County, Va., 105, 157 
Fairfield District, S.C., 127 
Fanny (slave), 79 


Fant, John, 192 

Farmer and Planter, 241 

Farmer's Register, 241 

Farney, John, 23-24 

Fauquier County, Va., 110, 192 
Fayette (slave), 126 

Fayette County, Tex., 22 

Fayman, M.S. (free black), 193 
Fenwick Island, S.C., 127 

Feriley (slave), 5 

Ferrell, Isaac, 245 

Field (slave), 81 

Filed teeth, 43, 128, 217, 218, 232 
Fillebrown, Thomas, 187 

Finch (slave), 81 

Findley, Oliver P., 156 

Fine (slave), 128-29 

Finlay, Mr., 256 

Finney, Lucretia, 47 

Firearms, possessed by runaways, 100, 102-3, 112, 154 
Fisher, Ben (slave), 136 

Fisher, John, 34-35 

Fitzhugh, William, 10 

Fleming (slave), 261 

Flint River, 113 

Flogging, 42-48. See also Whipping 
Florence, Ala., 273 

Florida: slave hideaways in, 89 


as territory, 115 
Florida Everglades, 28 
Florida Territory, 87-88 
Flowers, William B., 213 
Floyd, Davis, 199 
Fluvanna County, Va., 85, 126, 168-69 
Ford, F. W., 75-76 
Ford, James Moore, 153 
Ford, Peggy (free black), 110 
Foreigners, 36 
Fortie, Richard (free black), 194 
Fortune (slave), 261 
Fort Vincennes, Northwest Territory, 198 
Foulks, Louis Henry (free black), 206 
Fox, Isham P., 93 
Fox, 182 
Frances (16-year-old slave), 226 
Frances (slave, New Orleans), 38 
Frances (slave, S.C.), 300 
Francis, Jacob “Wallace,” (slave), 111 
Francois (slave), 135 
Frank (slave, Broad River plantation), 127-28 
Frank 
Frank 
Frank 
Frank 
Frank 
Frank 


slave, Charleston), 230 

slave, Ky.), 117 

slave, S.C.), 67 

slave, Va.), 12 

slave of Rachel O’Connor), 50 
slave of Thomas Martin), 84 
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Frank (slave of William W. Bell), 209 
Franklin, Isaac, 146 
Franklin, La., 102 
Franklin County, Ky., 254 
Franklin County, Miss., 166 
Franklin County, N.C., 59 
Franklin County, Tenn., 56, 120 
Franklin Parish, La., 75 
Frederick (slave, Charleston District), 102 
Frederick (slave, New Orleans), 63 
Frederick County, Md., 8, 25, 228 
Frederick County, Va., 293 
Free blacks: as aid to runaways, 69-71, 109-11, 130, 186, 278-79 
and conspiracy theory, 278-79 
as owners of runaways, 199-203 
pushed back into slavery, 183-208 
regulations re., 146 
as runaways, 184-92 
runaways and, 109-11 
runaways pose as, 19, 65, 131-32, 139, 176, 229 


sold as slaves, 184-84, 192-97, 207. See also Apprenticeship; 
Freedom papers; Harboring; Term slaves 


Freedmen, wages of, 134 

Freedom: violence in defense of, 83-86 
yearning for, 37-42 

“Freedom dues,” 142 

Freedom papers, forged, 133 

Freeman, Rebecca, 247 

Freeman, Sophia, 247 


“Free negroes manufactured,” 136 
Free territory, as runaways’ goal, 25—26 
French. See Language 

French, H.D., 157 

Friday (slave), 292 

Frierson, J.J., 173 


Gabriel (slave, S.C.), 153 

Gabriel (slave of Benjamin F. Moseley), 105-6 
Gabriel (slave of Mathew ODriscoll), 29 
Gabriel conspiracy, 12, 264, 276, 291 
Gaillard, Theodore, 225 

Gang, slave, 86 

Gardner, John, 243, 244 

Garlington, John, 62 

Gatesville, N.C., 132 

Gatewood, W., 224 

Gathright, William, 52 

Gaugh, William (free black apprentice), 206 
Geddes, General, 139 

George (mulatto slave), 224 

George (slave, Charleston), 222 

George (slave, Chester District, S.C.), 94 
George (slave, Iberville Parish, La.), 100 


George (slave, Jefferson Parish, La.), 293 
George (slave, Nashville, Tenn.), 277 
George (slave, S.C.), 24, 35, 83 


( 
( 
( 
( 
George (slave, Jefferson County, Fla.), 67, 277 
( 
( 
( 
George (slave, Va.), 57 


George (slave, Wilkinson County, Miss.), 112-13 
George (slave of C.T. Baylor), 166 
George (slave of Edward Palmer), 108 
George (slave of Eustace Surget), 234, 235 
George (slave of John Saunders), 277 
George, 119 
Georgetown, S.C., 67, 224 
Georgetown District, S.C., 12 
Georgia: anti-slave laws of, 89 
laws re. attack dogs, 162 
slave hideouts in, 89 
German Coast, 106 
Geronimo, Tex., 26 
Gibbons, George R., 61 
Gibbons, Peter W., 289 
Gibbons, William, 18 
Gibbs, John (free black), 185 
Gibson, John, 189 
Gilbert, Tilman, 83-84 
Giles (slave), 110 
Giles County, Tenn., 40, 69, 121, 244, 253, 256, 277, 280 
Gilkey’s Waters, S.C., 40 
Gilmore, Robert (slave), 63 
Gloucester County, Va., 126 
Glover, James, 32 
Glover, William, 132 
Glynn City Rangers, 154 
Going, Jack (slave), 19, 20 


Goins, Jacob, 194 
Gold, Ralph (free black), 187 
Goldsboro, N.C., 231 
Goochland County, Va., 138 
Good, Hiram (free black), 185 
Goodloe, Henry, 280 
Goose, John (slave), 250 
Goose Creek, S.C., 127, 153 

as destination, 28 
Goose Creek, Tenn., 57 
Goree, Isham, 253 
Goree, Sarah W. Kittrell, 165 
Goree, Thomas, 165 
Gourdin, William D., 172-73 
Gowrie Plantation, 292 
Grace “Gracy” (slave), 172 
Grand Cote Plantation, 50, 167, 242 
Grant, Hugh F., 154 
Grant, John, 244 
Gray, David L., 168, 169 
Gray, John (slave), 289 
Great Dismal Swamp, 27, 86, 161 
Great Ogeechee River, 124 
Green (slave), 253-54 
Green, Thomas M., 39 
Greenbrier, Va., 213 
Greenbrier County, Va., 117 
Greene County, Ga., 25, 78, 99-100, 156, 264, 269 


Greenfield, Mary, 143 

Greensburg, Pa., 168 

Greenup, Ky., 117, 185 

Greenville, Ala., 261 

Greenville County, Va., 61 

Grigsby, Barney (slave), 58 

Grigsby, Elizabeth (slave), 58 

Griff(e), as term, 215-16 

Griffin, Jane, 203 

Griffin, John, 202-3 

Griffin, Samuel, 202-3 

Grimké, Angelina, 780 

Grisham, Austin, 315-17 

Group sale, 125 

Grove Creek, S.C., 110 

Guadalupe County, Tex., 155 

Guadalupe River, 26 

Guardians, slaveholders’, 21-22, 24, 71 
free blacks’, 189-90 

Guilford County, N.C., 56 

Guillard, Jacob (free black), 202 

Gulf of Mexico, 113 

Gullah language, 54 

Guns. See Firearms Guthrow, Joseph, 21 

Guy (slave, Ga.), 214-15 

Guy (slave of Wyatt W. Starke), 95 


Habitual runaways: “artful” nature of, 112 
buying and selling of, 268-73 


fate of, 38 
Jane, as example of, 124-25, 147-48 
on Morville Plantation, 234-35 
Hagan, Alexander, 119 
Haiti, slave revolt in, 276 
Hale, George, 168, 169 
Halifax County, N.C., 88, 114, 115 
Halifax County, Va., 131, 251 
Hall, Charles, 44 
Hall, Luke (free black), 231 
Hall, Ned (free black), 231 
Hall, Sabrina, 231 
Hamberlin, Thomas, 163 
Hamilton (slave), 127 
Hamilton, William, 243, 244 
Hamilton, N.C., 31 
Hamilton County, Tenn., 121 
Hammond, James Henry, 292 
Hammond, Rezin, 246 
Handy (slave), 261 
Hanesville, Miss., 88 
Hannah (hired slave, Charleston), 139 
slave, S.C.), 220 
slave of James Austin), 67 


Hannah 
Hannah 
Hannah (slave of James Oharra), 257 
Hannah (slave of John Gardner), 244 
Hannibal (slave), 179 


Hanover County, Va., 30, 34, 41, 61, 114, 138, 272 
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Hansel (slave), 4-5 

Hanson (free black), 191 

Harboring, of runaway slaves, 67—69, 91, 130, 301-2 
Hardeman County, Tenn., 163 

Hardin County, Tenn., 188 

Hardy, John, 47 

Harford County, Md., 116 

Harriet (slave), 173 

Harris (slave), 247 

Harris, Ann H.W., 186 

Harris, Archibald H., 267 

Harris, Paten (slave), 186-87 

Harris, William, 264, 269 

Harrisburg, Pa., 168 

Harrison, George, 125 

Harry (slave, La.), 2, 11, 13, 16 

Harry (slave, S.C.), 167 

Harry (slave of Charles Manigault), 292 
Harry (slave of Charles Steward), 93 
Harry (slave of Eliza Pinckney), 200 
Harry (slave of John King), 174-75 
Harry (slave of John M. Chapron), 260 
Harry (slave of Joseph Cook), 267 
Harry (slave of Rachel O’Connor), 11, 50 
Harry (slave of Roger Boyce), 281 
Harry (slave of Susan Price), 254 

Hart, Levi, 20 

Havre de Grace, Md., 280 


Hawkins, John (slave), 202-3 
Hawkins, Lloyd (slave), 136 

Hayne, William, 137 

Haynes, Pierce, 193 

Haywood, Sherwood, 160 

Haywood County, Tenn., 215 

Height, of runaways, 216 

Helena (slave), 202 

Helm, William, 157 

Hemby, John W., 278 

Henderson (slave, La.), 76-77 
Henderson (slave, S.C.), 66 
Henderson, Lloyd, 121 

Henny (free black), 191 

Henny (slave), 8, 191 

Henrico County, Va., 52, 68, 110, 111, 272 
Henrietta (slave), 283 

Henry (10-year-old mulatto slave), 213 
11-12-year-old slave), 172 
18-year-old slave), 21 


Henry 
Henry 
Henry (slave, Greenbrier County, Va.), 117 
Henry (slave, Ky.), 35 
Henry 


Henry 


slave, Miss.), 79 
slave, S.C.), 174 
Henry (slave, Yazoo County), 43 
Henry (slave of Jane Allen), 254 

slave of John G. Small), 130 


slave of John Wynne), 99 


Henry 
Henry 
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Henry (slave of Robert T. Wright), 156 
Henry (slave of W.S. Cothran), 285-86 
Henry (slave of William M. Whitehead), 166 
Henson, Allen (slave), 264 
Hercules (slave), 86 
Hester (slave, Tenn.), 66 
Hester (slave of William Brooks), 106 
Hicks, William, 45 
Hill, John H., 154 
Hill, Mrs. Harriet H., 126 
Hill, Nathaniel, 138 
Hill, Robert, 19 
Hill, William L., 87 
Hilliard, B.H., 140 
Hinds County, Miss., 63, 173 
Hinesly, John, 207 
Hinton, William, 326 
Hired slaves: conditions for, 36-38 
dissatisfaction of, 4-6, 33-37 
as runaways, 134-40 
and steamboat captains, 26-27 
Hiriart, Sebastian, 267 
Hiring agents, 35, 36 
Hiring day, January 1 as, 108, 136 
Historiography, of slavery, xi-xii 
Holcombe, Major, 259 
Homestead Plantation, 281 
Homewood Plantation, 18 


Hons (slave), 225 

Hopewell, Va., 82 

Hopson, Samuel, 62 

Horace (slave of Frances Blitch), 254 
Horace (slave of Rezin Hammond), 246 
Horses, value of, 81 

House, Elizabeth, 108 

Howe, Arthur, 31-32 

Hubbard (slave), 262 

Hudson, Marie Rose, 146 

Hunt, F.L., 52 

“Hunted Slaves, The” (Ansdell), 161 
Hunter, John, 138 

Hurricane Plantation, 103-4 

Hurt, William, 60 

Husbands, separated from wives, 57-60 
Hutson, William, 185 

Hyatt, Christopher C., 191 

Hyden, William (free black), 197 
Hyman, Archibald, 238 

Hynor, Lewis, 157 


Iberville Parish, La., 46, 146ll 
Identification papers, forged, 139 
Ike (slave), 165 
Incarceration, of runaway slaves, 178-81 
Indentured servitude, 198, 203-8 
extension of, 206. See also Term slaves Indiana, 121 
Indian agents, 151 


Indian nations, 24, 121 
as destination, 25 
Indians: in Alabama, 88 
in Georgia, 115 
in Mississippi, 115 
relationships with slaves, 56, 113 


and runaways in Florida, 87. See also Indian agents; Indian 
nations 


Industrial slaves, 36-37, 45, 68, 132-33, 138, 141, 280-81 
Informa pauperis, 196 

Ingle, John P., 187 

Irvine, Annetta (slave), 290 

Irwin, William, 88 

Isaac (slave, Anne Arundel County, Md.), 133 

Isaac (slave, Cheraw District, S.C.), 22 
Isaac (slave, Essex County, Va.), 126 
Isaac (slave, Gallatin, Tenn.), 73 
Isaac (slave, La.), 62 

Isaac (slave, Montgomery, Ala.), 259 
Isaac (slave, N.C.), 172 

Isaac (slave, Savannah, Ga.), 118 
Isaac (slave, Selma-Mobile, Ala.), 145 
Isaac (24—25-year old slave, Tenn.), 40 
Isaac (slave of Franklin H. Elmore), 285 
Isaac (slave of George Smith), 109 
Isaac (slave of Isaac B. Nelson), 280 
Isaac (slave of Jane, New Orleans), 201 
Isaac (slave of Richard Terrell), 43 
Isaac (slave of Roger Boyce), 281 


Isham (slave), 173 

Isle of Wight County, Va., 91 
Israel (slave), 102 

Isum (slave), 238 


Jack (slave, Ala.), 261 
Jack (slave, Amherst County, Va.), 70 
Jack (slave, New Orleans), 129 
Jack (slave, N.C.), 38 
Jack (slave, Orangeburg District, S.C.), 211 
Jack (slave, S.C.), 249 
Jack (slave of Hugh Lamb), 24 
Jack (slave of Thomas Durnford), 26 
Jack “John” (slave of Thomas Bowman), 97-98 
Jackson (slave, New Orleans), 222 
Jackson (slave of Andrew Durnford), 200-201 
Jackson, Andrew, 147 
Mulatto Man Slave of, 73 
Jackson, Asa, 117 
Jackson, John, 153 
Jacob (hired slave, of Harvey & Co.), 126 


Jacob (slave, Ga.), 230-31 

Jacob (slave, Murray’s Ferry, S.C.), 33 
Jacob (slave, New Orleans), 144 
Jacob (slave, S.C.), 226 


Jacob (slave of George Smith), 109 

Jacobs, William, 237-38 

Jails: along Mississippi River; 129 
in North Carolina, 178 


private, 179-80, 243 
slaves escape from, 179-81 
in South Carolina, 38, 39, 127-28, 178 
in southern states, 178-181, 185-86 
in Tennessee, 151-52 
Jake (slave), 1 
James (slave, Henrico County, Va.), 68 
James (slave, Norfolk, Va.), 56 
James (slave of William Fitzhugh), 10 
James Island, S.C., 127 
James River, 85, 141, 276 
Jane (slave, Ga.), 247 
Jane (slave, La.), 60 
Jane (slave, Tenn.), 54-55 
Jane (slave of Charles C. Jones Sr.), 124-25, 134, 145-46, 147-48 
Jane (slave of Henry Talbutt), 105 
Jane “Jinny” (slave), 64 
January (slave), 57 
Jarrett (slave), 15 
Jasper City, Ga., 108 
Jean (slave), 132 
Jeff (slave), 255 
Jefferson, Thomas, 262 
Jefferson County, Fla., 67 
Jefferson County, Ga., 101 
Jefferson County, Ky., 97, 121, 197, 199 
Jefferson County, Miss., 81, 112 
Jefferson County, Mississippi Territory, 39 


Jefferson County, Tenn., 121 

Jefferson Parish, La., 60, 82, 146, 172, 201, 293 
Jeffersonville, In., 168 

Jeffreys, Leonidas, 79 

Jeffries, John, 40 

Jenny (slave, New Orleans), 64 

Jenny (slave, Va.), 52 

Jerry (slave, Ky.), 27 

Jerry (slave, La.), 13 

Jerry (slave, Tenn.), 145 

Jerry (slave of Eustace Surget), 234, 235 
Jessamine County, Ky., 39 

Jesse (slave, Md.), 104 

Jesse (slave, Shirley Plantation), 114 
Jesse (slave, Tenn.), 40 

Jesse (slave of James A. Tait), 261 

Jim (slave, Athens, Ala.), 80 

Jim (slave, Beaufort, S.C.), 223 
Jim (slave, Colleton District, S.C.), 114 
Jim (slave, Ga.), 178 

Jim (slave, Savannah), 249 

Jim (slave, Tenn.), 37 

Jim (slave, Va.), 65 

Jim (slave of Gwynn Allison), 100 
Jim (slave of Jane B. Smith), 256 
Jim (slave of John N. Carroll), 141 
Jim (slave of Maria Cooper), 286 
Jim (slave of Nathaniel Hill), 138 


Jim (slave of Stephenton Page Jr.), 55 

Jim (slave of Thomas Chaplin), 242 

Jim “Armstead” (slave of George W. Lane), 68-69, 221, 298 

Jim “James Christian” (slave, St. John the Baptist Parish, La.), 174 
Jimony (slave), 240 

Jinny (free black), 190 

Job (slave), 139-40 

Joe (slave, Alexandria, Va.), 138 

slave, Charleston, S.C.), 101, 175 

slave of Nicholas Reggio), 135 

slave of Richard Terrell), 43 

slave of Richard Thurmond), 217 

Joe (slave of Robert Ash), 94-95 

Joe (slave of William Hurt), 60 

Joe “Forest” (slave, S.C.), 153, 303, 303n3 

John (mulatto slave, Charleston, S.C.), 110, 130 

John (slave, Concordia Parish, La.), 83-84 

John (slave, Ga.), 47 

John (slave, Haywood County, Tenn.), 215 

John (slave, Middlesex County, Va.), 179 

John (slave, Miss.), 157 

John (slave, New Orleans cotton press worker) 135 

John 
John 
John 
John 
John 
John 


Joe 
Joe 
Joe 
Joe 
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slave, New Orleans steward), 176 
slave, S.C.), 175 

slave, Va.), 276-77 

slave of A.V. Toomer), 181 

slave of Charles Carroll), 18 
slave of Col. Dickinson), 84 
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John (slave of George Smith), 109 
John (slave of Harriet Long), 20 

John (slave of Henry Carter), 114 
John (slave of John Farney), 24 

John (slave of John Woodard), 157 
John (slave of Porter brothers), 269 
John (slave of R.W. Long), 289 

John (slave of William Hamilton), 244 
John Brown (slave), 60 

John “Lewis Matthews” (slave, Edgefield District, S.C.), 39 
Johns Island, S.C., 127, 222, 245 
Johnson, Adam (slave), 143 
Johnson, Catherine, 205 

Johnson, Edward (apprentice), 208 
Johnson, William, 154 

Johnson, William (free black), 201 
Johnson, Willis (Slave), 175 

Johnson City, Tenn., 273 

Johnston, Samuel (free black), 192 
Jones, Charles Colcock, Jr., 124, 134 
Jones, Charles Colcock, Sr., 124, 147-48 
Jones, Eben (free black), 185 

Jones, George (free black), 207 
Jones, John, 53 

Jones, Nancy (free black), 207 
Jones, Willis, 99 

Jones & Slater (jail), 39 

Jordan, William, 278 Joseph, 119 


Joshua (slave, Louisville, Ky.), 21, 265, 266 
Joshua (slave of Sabrine Hall), 231 

Judge, M.T., 251 

Julia (slave), 260 

Julie (slave), 139 

Julius (slave), 68 

July (slave), 66-67 

Jupiter (slave, Lunenberg County, Va.), 85-86 
Jupiter (slave, Warren County, Ky.), 113 


Keelboat, 158 

Kelley, Alice, 253 

Kelley, Miles, 113 

Kelly, Robert, 188 

Kemble, Frances Anne “Fanny,” 54 

Kendig, Bernard, 202 

Kent County, Del., 7 

Kershaw District, S.C., 178, 179 

Keysburg, Ky., 113 

Keysville, Va., 251 

Kidnapping: of free blacks, 192-94 
of slaves, 273-74 

Kiger, Basil, 280 

King, Edward, 156, 157 

King, John, 174-75 

King, Roswell, 29, 240 

King, Sam (slave), 234, 235, 282 

King, Thomas Butler, 54 

King and Queen County, Va., 52, 166, 272 


King George County, Va., 61 

Kingston, S.C., 89 

King William County, Va., 28, 68, 173, 272 
Kinkade, James, 40 

Kitt (slave), 231 

Kitty (slave), 68 

Knox, James C., 149-50, 181 

Knoxville Register, 65 

Kriesman, William, 107 

Kring, Henry, 225 


Laban “Laban Lewis” (slave of B.H. Hillard), 80, 140, 220 

Lace, Jim (slave), 117 

Lacey, Emanuel, 198, 199 

Lafayette County, Mo., 158 

Lamb, Hugh, 24 

Lambeth, John W., 251 

Lancaster County, Va., 57 

Lane, George W., 68-69 

Language: fluency in, 225-26 
and French-speaking slaves, 70, 139, 172 
as giveaway, 129 

Lansdale, Henry N., 202-3 

Lauderdale County, Miss., 287 

Laura (free black), 191 

Laurens District, S.C., 163, 272 

Laws: to assist aged and infirm slaves, 258 
to control runaways, 150-52, 305-9 
in Louisiana, 191 


in Maryland, 195 
regarding Negro dogs, 162 
Lawson, Alex, 193 
Lawson, Boswell, 34 
Lazette “Elizabeth” (slave), 64 
Leanah (slave), 56 
Lebanon, Ky., 117 
Lebanon, Tenn., 57, 104 
Lebeau, Francois, 31 
Lee, Elizabeth, 34-35 
Lee, Stephen L., 25 
Lee County, Ga., 41 
Leely (slave), 227 
Leitch, Mr. (slave catcher), 34 
Leland, Lewis P., 157 
Lemuel (slave), 27 
Lenoir County, N.C., 100 
Lettus (slave), 67 
Letty (slave), 212 
Levee Steam Cotton Press Company, 136 
Leven (slave), 47 
Levi (slave), 231 
Lew (slave), 238 
Lewis, Laban. See Laban “Laban Lewis” 
slave, Ala.), 246-47 
slave, New Orleans), 230 
slave, Va.), 126 
slave of Eustace Surget), 234 


Lewis 
Lewis 
Lewis 
Lewis 
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Lewis (slave of Henry A. Bullard), 268 
Lewis (slave of Henry Crane), 267-68, 322-23 
Lewis (slave of William Browne), 259 
Lewis, William (free black), 110 
Liberty County, Ga., 124 

Liberty Party, 13 

Liddell, John, 13 

Liddell, Moses, 13 

Ligon, Ned. See Berry (slave) 
Limestone County, Ala., 68 

Linton, Samuel, 53 

Linzy (slave), 50, 168, 237 


Literacy: among runaways, 19, 118-19, 145, 215, 230-31, 259. See 
also Freedom papers 


Little, Charles (slave), 93 

Little Jacob (slave), 281 

Little Rock Advocate, 69 

Littleton (slave of Mark Robertson Cockrill), 65 
Littleton (slave of Rachel O’Connor), 50 
Liverpool, England, 119 

Livingston, Miss., 166 

Livingston County, Ky., 184 

Liz (slave), 67 

Logan County, Ky., 113, 276 

London (slave), 218 

Long, Henry (slave), 61 

Long, R.W., 289 

Loockerman, Francis, 111 

Loockerman, Sophia, 111 


Loudoun County, Va., 110, 157, 168 
Court of, 15 

Louisa (slave), 112 

Louisa County, Va., 34, 82, 278 

Louisiana: mixed blood slaves in, 215-26 
revolt in, 291 
runaway laws in, 151 

Louisville, Ky., 197 

Louisville Hotel, 27 

Louisville Journal, 121 

L’Ouverture, Toussaint, 275 

Love, Henry, 21 

Loved ones, separation from, 55-57 

Lowe, John H., 143 

Lower Mississippi River Valley, 112 
affidavits required in, 268, 269, 270, 271 
as destination, 28 
overseers in, 10 

Lower South, 54, 55, 112, 113 
free blacks in, 109-10 
free black slaves in, 201-2 
obstacles in, 118 
as runaway centers, 127-29 
self-hired slaves in, 144 

Lowery, Isham, 61 

Lucas’s Mills, S.C., 91 

Lucille (slave), 64 

Lucinda (slave), 109 


Luckett, James, 247 

Luckett, Nathan (free black), 185 
Luckett, Noland M., 22 

Lucky (free black), 190 

Lucky (slave), 94 

Lucretia (slave), 72-73 

Lucretia (slave of George R. Gibbons), 61 
Lucy (slave, Charleston, S.C.), 43 
slave, fauberg St. Mary), 144 
slave, S.C.), 40 

Lucy (slave, Va.), 130 

Lucy (slave of George W. Prescott), 222 
Luke, Jane (free black), 202 
Lunenberg County, Va., 85-86 

Lydia (hired slave, New Orleans), 119 
Lydia (slave, New Orleans), 139 
Lydia (slave, S.C.), 67 

Lying out, 98, 100-103 

Lyle, J.A., 249 

Lymus (slave), 54 

Lynch, Thomas, 65-66 

Lynchburg, Va., 141, 168 

Lynch’s yard, 179-80 


Lucy 
Lucy 
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Mabeth, Kelso. See Davis, Kelly 
Mabin (slave), 215 

McAllin, John, 76 

McCaffery, Simon, 30 

McCall, Hagar (free black), 130 


McCann, O.Z., 251 
McClennan County, Tex., 278 
McGee, Mr., 184 
Mcintosh, Bess, 69 
Mclver, Gilbert B., 227-28 
Mackendish, Mary (slave), 283 
McKenny, James, 159 
Mackey, Daniel (free black), 111 
McKim, David, 264 
McKlendin, David W., 206 
Maclin, William T., 249 
McMurry, George, 6 
McNamara, Patrick (free black), 187 
Macon County, Ala., 88 
Madelaine (slave), 132 
Madison County, Ala., 173 
Madison County, Tenn., 120 
Madison Parish, La., 6 
Magnolia Plantation, 10, 77 
Major (slave of Baker Wraither), 57, 104, 105 
Major Henry (slave), 257 
Management of slaves, 240-48 
as hirelings, 5 
on large plantations, 17, 234-35, 260-61, 281, 292 
in Louisiana, 10, 75-77 
Manager, duties of, 235-36 
Manchester, Va., 55, 70 
Manigault, Charles, 292 


Mannerisms, as giveaway, 129 

Mantz, Caspar, 195 

Maplesville, Ala., 23 

March (slave, Greenville, S.C.), 137 
March (slave, Lydia Adams trust, Charleston, S.C.), 137 
March (slave of Wiley Brooks), 243-44 
March, Dennis, 248 

Marengo County, Ala., 273 

Margaret (slave), 22 

Maria (mulatto slave, S.C.), 66 

Maria (slave), 224 

Maria (slave, New Orleans), 33 

Maria (slave, S.C.), 8, 16 

Mariah (slave), 223 

Marion County, Fla., 254 

Marital conflicts, 24—25 

Marmillion, P.B., 218 

Maroons, as term, 86 

Marsh, A., 153 

Martha (slave, Va.), 61 

Martha (slave of Eustace Surget), 234 
Martha Ann (slave), 64 

Martin, James, 260-61 

Martin, Thomas, 84 

Martin, William, 208 

Mary (14-year-old slave), 217 

Mary (slave, Concordia Parish, La.), 62 
Mary (slave, New Orleans), 133 


Maryland, 116 
legal treatment of free blacks in, 195-96 
revision of manumission process in, 246 
runaway children in, 203-8 
runaway laws in, 151 
Mason, Margaret, 253-54 
Mason, Mary Jane, 205 
Masters: concerns of, 258-62 
death of, 19-23 
dishonor among, 264-74 
and government of slaves, 240-48 
mental/emotional problems of, 24 
in pursuit of runaways, 164-70 
self-perception of, 248-52 
Mathewes, Fraser, 131 
Mathews, George (free black), 201 
Mathews County, Va., 28, 209 
Matilda (slave, Frederick County, Md.), 8 
Matilda (slave, New Orleans), 64 
Matthew, Jerry (free black apprentice), 205 
Matthews, Lewis, 39 
Maury County, Tenn., 23-24, 66, 121, 156, 173, 245 
Mavin, Spencer (free black), 192 
Mecklenburg County, Va., 86 
Memphis, Tenn., 181 
Mental alienation theory, 274 
Meredith, Henry (slave), 118 
Merrick, William, 191, 203 


Merriman, John, 167-68, 237 
Merryman, Joseph, 206 
Metts, William, 272 
Mexico, 91, 115 
as destination, 26 
Michael (slave, Md.), 107 
Michael (slave of Thomas Lynch), 65-66 
Middleburg, Va., 157 
Middlesex County, Va., 179 
Middle Tennessee, 62 
Miles (slave, San Augustine County, Tex.), 227-28 
Miles (slave of Tempe Price), 41—42 
Miles, John, Jr. (slave), 281 
Miles, John, Sr. (slave), 281 
Militia, 89 
in North Carolina, 87. See also Patrols 
Mills Point, Ky., 65 
Milly (free black), 190 
Milly (slave, New Orleans), 201 
Milly (slave of Mr. Finlay), 256 
Minter, John J., 64 
Mississippi: anti-slave laws in, 91 
reward statutes in, 178 
runaway camps in, 88 
runaway laws in, 151 
Mississippi River, 56, 88, 106, 158 
tributaries of, 112 
Mississippi Territory, 121 


rewards structure in, 285 
Missouri Territory, 120, 121 
Mitchell, Carter (slave), 144 
Mitchell, Drury L. (free black), 146 
Mitchell, Mollie, 104 
Mobile, Ala., 119, 131 
Monroe County, Miss., 179 
Montevideo Plantation, 147 
Montgomery, Ala., 272 
Montgomery, Benjamin (slave), 103-4 
Montgomery, John, 30 
Montgomery County, Tenn., 45, 156 
Monticello, Fla., 67 
Monticello, Va., 262 
Moore, Leah, 255 
Moore, Melichoir (apprentice), 116 
Morris (slave), 67 
Morris, Gilbert, 26 
Morton, James, 165 
Morville Plantation, 234-35, 239 
Moseley, Benjamin F., 105 
Moseley, Mason, 84-85 
Moses (slave, Bon Ridge Plantation, La.), 76 
Moses (slave, N.C.), 55 
Moses (slave, S.C.), 101-2 
Moses (slave, Va.), 78 
Moses (slave of Charles Carroll), 18 
Moses (slave of George Smith), 109 


Moses (slave of Theodore Gaillard), 225 
Moses (slave of William Helm), 157 
Mothers, free, assisting children, 69-70 
Mothers and children, as runaways, 63-65 
Mowberry Plantation, 90 
Mowby (slave), 29 
Mulattoes: in Louisiana, 62 

and rewards, 176 

among runaways, 214-16, 224 

in Tennessee, 84 
Mullinax, James, 207 
Munro, Catherine, 255 
Murfreesborough, Tenn., 121 
Murray, David, 84 
Murray’s Ferry, S.C., 33 
Murrea (slave), 130 
Mustapha “Muss” (slave), 31-32 
Myal (slave), 220 


Nancy (bilingual slave, New Orleans), 144 
Nancy (free black), 186 
Nancy (pregnant slave), 64, 212 
Nancy (slave of James Austin), 67 
Nancy (slave of Littleton Sims), 61 
Nancy (slave of Mary Edings), 139 
Nash County, N.C., 53 
Nashville, Tenn., 113 
as runaway destination, 120-22 
Nashville Inn, 147 


Nashville Republican Banner, 65, 120, 121, 122 
Nashville Whig, 1, 120, 121, 122 
Natchez, Miss., 118, 132, 157 

jails in, 181 
Natchez Trace, 56 
Natchitoches River, 112 
Nathan (slave of James Dozier), 250, 315-17 
Nathaniel (slave), 116 
National Intelligencer, 191 
Nat Turner revolt (1831), 12, 44, 156, 291 
Natt (slave), 91 
Ned (slave, Ala.), 245 
Ned (slave, Amherst County, Va.), 179 
Ned (slave, Charleston District, S.C.), 102 
Ned (slave, La.), 237 
Ned (slave of Andrew Jackson), 147 
Ned (slave of Thomas A. Smith), 78-79 
Ned (slave of Vanderhorst family), 68 
“Negro cloth,” 219 
Negro dogs, 160-64, 239, 261 
Nelly (slave, S.C.), 213 
Nelly (slave of Isham Lowery), 61 
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Nelson (slave, New Orleans), 222 

Nelson (slave, Orange County, N.C.), 114 
Nelson (slave of Susan Price), 254 
Nelson, Isaac B., 280, 281 

Nelson County, Va., 185 

Networks, for return of slaves, 27 


Neuse River, 114, 182 
New Bern, N.C., 166, 182, 200 
Newberry District, S.C., 36 
New Hanover County, N.C., 92 
New Jersey, 116 
New Kent County, Va., 140 
New London, Va., 231 
Newnan, John, 114, 115, 273 
New Orleans, La., 131 
attractions of, 128 
jails in, 181 
rewards in, 176 
as runaway destination, 70, 112 
self-hired slaves in, 144 
slave hideaways near, 88 
steamboat searching at, 118 
suburbs of, 128-29 
New Orleans Bee, 217-18 
New Orleans Gas Works, 139-40 
New Orleans Picayune, 70, 238 
New ownership, and runaways, 141-42 
New River, 87 
Newspapers, ads for runaway slaves in, 170-73 
Newton, G.W., 157 
New York City, fugitive slaves in, 160 
Nichols, J.B., 205 
Nixon, Herman Clarence, 251 
Nonrunaway slaves, 102 


Nonslaveholding whites, as villains, 276-77 
Nonwhites, residential patterns of, 129-30 
North: as destination of freed slaves, 186-87 
as Promised Land, 116-20 
slave catchers in, 159-60 
Northampton County, N.C., 238 
Northampton County, Va., 160 
North Carolina: clandestine trade in, 92 
law of, on care of infirm slaves, 258 
rewards statute of, 178 
slave hideouts in, 89 
North Carolina Minerva and Raleigh Advertiser, 209 
Northumberland County, Va., 61, 253 
Northwest Territory, 198, 264 
Nottoway County, Va., 79 
Null, George W., 163 
Nuncanna (slave), 232 


Oakes, Z.B., 214 

Oba (slave), 220 

Occupations: of successful runaways, 135-36. See also Self-hire 

Oceangoing vessels: and runaways, 290 
as suspect, 133-34 

Ochlockonee River, 38 

Oconee River, 217 

O’Connor, Rachel, 11, 49, 50, 249, 276 

Oglethorpe County, Ga., 99 

Ogleton, Caleb (free black), 188-89 

Oharra, James, 257 


Ohio River, 26, 56, 113, 158, 121 
as barrier, 116-17 
Old Cassius (slave), 147 
Old Charlotte (slave), 5 
Old John (slave), 257 
Old Sandy (slave), 281 
Olmstead, Frederick Law, 160, 255-56 
on runaway slaves, 281-82 
O’Neil, Mr., 261 
Onslow County, N.C., 87 
Opelousas Gazette, 69 
Opportunity(ies), of slaves, to run away, 25-30 
Orangeburg District, S.C., 211, 213 
Orleans Parish, La., 218 
Outlaws, 86-98. See also Runaway slaves 
Owings, Caleb D., 204 
Owner-traders, of runaways, 272 
Oxford Iron Works, 141 
Overseers: duties of, 235-36 
murder of, 75-77 
and punishment of slaves, 3, 44, 46, 99 
and runaways, 29, 101, 227-28, 237, 238 
as slave catchers, 18, 167-68, 128-40 
slaves owners’ perceptions of, 11, 165 
Overton County, Tenn., 62 


Page, Daniel D., 113 
Page, Stephenton, Jr., 55 
Page, Tom (slave), 137-38 


Paine, John (slave), 2611 
Paisley, Ann, 12 
Palestine. See Morville Plantation 
Palfrey, J., 44 
Palmer, Edward, 108 
Parker (slave), 102 
Parker, Benjamin, 38 
Parker, Jesse, 57 
Parker, John, 37, 38 
Parker's Ferry, S.C., 61 
Parsons, Hopewell, 230 
Patrick (slave), 220 
Patrols: in Alabama, 88 
general, 89 
in South Carolina, 28 
in southern states, 152-56 
in Virginia, 60 
Patt (slave), 273-74 
Patterson, John, 209 
Patterson, William (free black), 185 
Paul Jones 27 
Payne and Turner (firm), 259 
Pearl, 14 
Pearlington, Miss., 113 
Pearl River, 113 
Peck, John, 166 
Pedro, John (free black), 185-86 
Peeples, Henry, 264-67, 269 


Peeples, W.N., 158 

Peggy (slave), 201 

Pemberton, S., 71 

Pennsylvania, 116 

“Pens,” 178 

Pensacola, Fla., 131 

Perpetual runaways. See Habitual runaways 
Perrott, Nathaniel, 278 

Perry, John M., 34 

Perry County, Ala., 39 

Perry County, Tenn., 37 

Pete (slave), 104 

slave, Charleston, S.C.), 69 

slave, East Baton Rouge Parish, La.), 93-94 


Peter 
Peter 
Peter 
Peter 


slave, Enterprise, Miss.), 95 
slave, Halifax County, Va.), 131 


Peter (slave, Natchez, Miss.), 30 
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Peter (slave, New Orleans), 118-19 
Peter (slave, Va.), 65 
Peter (slave of Jacob Duckworth), 79 


Peter (slave of John Wood), 228, 314-15 
Peter “Joe” (slave of Miles Kelley), 113 
Peter “John” (slave), 39-40 

Peters, E., 287 

Peters, James, 196 

Peters, John, 273 

Petersburg, Va., 114, 166 

Petersburg Intelligencer, 257 


Petitions: as historical source, 295-96. See also Appendix 2 
Pettit, John, 277 

Peyton (slave), 164 

Phebe (slave), 35 

Phil (slave), 129 

Philip (slave), 10 

Phill (slave), 133 

Phillida (slave), 47 

Phillips, Ulrich B., xi 

Physical handicaps, of slaves, 39 

Pickett, William, 168, 169 

Piedmont, 114, 115 

Pierce, F.B., 121 

Pike County, Ky., 117 

Pinckney, Eliza “Elizabeth” (free black), 199-200, 201 
Pinckney, Thomas, 86 

Pinckney, Thomas, Jr., 200 

Pinckneyville, Miss., 88 

Pittsburgh, Pa., 168 

Pittsburgh Mercury, 158 

Plantation “crimes,” 77—79 

Plantation household, 23-25 

Plaquemines Parish, La., 131, 135, 154 
Pleasants (slave mother and children, Va.), 63-64 
Poisoning. See Violence 

Pointe Coupee, La., 93 

Pointe Coupee Parish, La., 43, 166, 217 

Pointe Coupee River, 112 


Polk, James K., 1 

Poll (slave), 72 

Polly (slave, Richmond, Va.), 73 
Polly (slave of Henry Love), 21 
Polock (slave), 114 

Pompey (slave, Florida Territory), 38, 245 
Pompey (slave, La.), 11 

Pompy (slave), 44 

Pon Pon River, 28, 91, 101 
Pontchartrain Hotel, 213 

Pool, Jason, 7-8 

Pope, William, 45 

Porcher, S., 155 

Porter, James, 269 

Porter, John, 269 

Port Gibson, Miss., 165 
Potomac River, 61, 276 
Pototaligo, S.C., 61 

Potts, George, 157 

Powell, Hannah (free black), 207 
Powhatan County, Va., 52, 68 
Prescott, George W., 222 
Pressly (slave), 147 

Price, Henry (slave), 112 

Price, John M., 256 

Price, Susan, 254 

Price, Tempe, 41 

Price, William, Esq., 187 


Prince Edward County, Va., 192 
Prince George’s County, Md., 143, 186, 191, 267 
Prince “William” (slave), 146 
Prince William County, Va., 197 
Pritchett, Jeremiah, 273 
Promised Land. See North, the 
Property, crimes against, 2 
Property “ownership,” by slaves, 89-90 
Pulaski County, Ga., 243, 245 
Punishment: cruel and unusual, 42-48, 100, 194, 217-19, 244 
of free blacks, 208 
of runaways, 237, 239, 242, 251-52 
of slaves on Morville Plantation, 235 
Purcel, Jonathan, 197-98 
Purcell, Charles, 110 
Purl, Joseph, 113 
Putnam County, Fla., 254 
Pyburn, Louis, 94 


Quakers, 116 


Rachel (slave, Charleston, S.C.), 106 

Rachel (slave, Washington County, Tenn.), 114-15, 273-74 
Racial/class mixing, in urban centers, 130 

Ragland, Samuel, 173 

Ralph (slave, Va.), 34 

Ralph (slave of James Kinkade), 40 

Randle (slave), 156 

Randol (slave), 59-60 


Raoul, Dr. Jean Lewis, 153 

Rape, punishment for, 94-95 

Rapides Parish, La., 112 

Rapides River, 112 

Rappahannock River, 114, 135, 276 

Reagin, John C., 277 

Red River, 112 

Reed, Richard, 159-60 

Reggio, Nicholas, 135 

Reid, John, 47 

Religion: of planter Charles C. Jones Sr., 148 
of runaway Joseph Taper, 294 

Reneging, 107-8, 142-43 
on reward payments, 174-75 

Rentch, Andrew, 187 

Resistance, day to day, 2-4 

Retreat Plantation, 90 

Retribution, by slave owners, 92—96 

Retrieval, costs of, 286-89 

Reuben (slave, Bon Ridge Plantation), 76-77 

Reuben (slave, Tenn.), 69 

Reuben (slave, Va.), 216-17 

Reuben (slave of Jesse Williams), 250 

Reward(s): to informants, 166-67 
offered for escaped slaves, 173-78, 209-10 
reneging on, 174-75 

Reynolds, Ard, 183 

Reynolds, Kitty, 246 


Rhame, Bradley, 251 
Rice, Thomas (free black), 185 
Richard (slave), 172-73 
Richardson, Francis D., 102 
Richardson, John, 7-8 
Richardson, William, 187 
Richland Cotton Mill, 253 
Richmond, Va., 73, 82 

society for prevention of absconding slaves in, 249-50 
Richmond County, Ga., 44 
Richmond County, Va., 61 
Richmond Enquirer, 61, 65, 78, 126, 179, 184, 257 
Riddick, Abram, 132-33, 326-27 
Rideau, Justin Marc, 108 
Ridgley, Stephen, 142 
Right, Thomas, 74 
Riley, Bailey, 144 
Riley, Ruth, 5 
Riley, William C., 45-46 
Rio Grande River, 91 
River vessels, as suspect, 133-34 
Roach, Elizabeth (free black), 196 
Roach, John (free black), 196 
Roane, Fanny, 34 
Roane, Spencer, 41 
Roane, Thomas, 34 
Roanoke County, Va., 43 
Roanoke Railroad, 132 


Roanoke River, 83 

Roberson (slave), 2, 16 

Robert (mulatto slave, New Orleans, La.), 172, 176, 230 
Robert (slave of Vanderhorst family), 68 
Robert “Norbonne’” (slave) 311-13 
Roberts, James (free black), 197 
Roberts, Thomas, 194 

Roberts, Willis (free black), 197 
Robertson County, Tenn., 39, 120, 121 
Robertson’s Bend, Tenn., 169 

Robeson County, N.C., 194 

Robinette (free black), 191 

Robinson, Cosmore, 227 

Robinson, Ned (slave), 138 

Rockbridge County, Va., 37 

Rockfish Creek, 153 

Rockingham County, Va., 61-73 
Rodgers, Susan, 147 

Rodney, Miss., 157 

Rody (slave of Henry Dickerson), 263-64 
Rody (slave of John Butler), 106 
Rogers, William, 166 

Roman, John (slave), 141 

Roper, Mr., 285-86 

Rosa (slave, New Orleans), 80 

Rosa (slave of Stephen Predone), 132 
Rosabelle (slave), 67 

Rosalia “Felicite” (slave), 232-33 


Rosalie (slave), 232 

Rose (slave, Charleston, S.C.), 106 

Rose (slave, La.), 233 

Rose (slave, New Orleans), 60 

Rose (slave of George Smith), 109 

Rose (slave of Sophia Freeman), 247 

Rose Hill Plantation, 105 

Ross (slave), 157 

Ross, David, 141 

Ross, James, 157 

Rouse, William, 264 

Rowe, William J., 234 

Rowland family, 90-91 

Royall, E.M., 209 

Runaway(s): ages of, 210-12 
appearance of, 219-23 
as Children, in Maryland, 203-8 
clandestine economic activities of, 77-83, 89-92 
collective resistance of, 86-89, 90, 101, 102, 152-54, 303-5 
color of, 213-16 
as corrupting influence, 245-46 
costs of retrieving, 280-89 
countenance of, 226-28 
departure of, 231 
destinations of, 27—28, 112-16, 120-23 
family and relatives of, 65-67 
gender of, 212-13 
habitual, 37-38 


hair styles of, 223 

as hired slaves, 134-36 

impact of, 290-94 

influence of, on fellow slaves, 291-92 

language fluency of, 225-26 

as loners, 229 

methods of absconding, 228-31 

occupations of, 135-36 

“others,” 230 

personality traits of, 224-25 

physical characteristics of, 216-19 

population of, 279-82 

reasons for, 137 

remaining at large, 102, 129-34 

self-hired slaves as, 140-45 

from small planters, 243 

speech habits of, 125 

striking bargains, 103-9 

support of, 292-93 

treatment of, 251-52. See also Slaves; individual slaves 
Runaway Slave Data Base (RSDB), 52, 328-33 

on range of reward amounts, 175-78 

use of “negro” in, 214n 
Running away, as “redhibitory” vice, 268 
“Runners,” 264. See also Runaways 
Russell, John, 207 
Rutherford County, Tenn., 54, 120, 121 
Ryan, Henry, 143 


St. Andrew’s Parish, S.C., 139 
St. Bartholomew Parish, S.C., 29 
St. Catherines, Ontario, 293 
St. Charles Parish, La., 63, 126, 176 
St. Domingo, 132 
negroes from, 275 
Ste. Genevieve, Mo., 268 
St. George’s Parish, S.C., 106 
St. Helena Island, S.C., 127 
St. James Parish, La., 154, 194, 196, 281 
St. James Parish, S.C., 28, 153 
St. John’s Island, S.C., 102 
St. John’s Parish, S.C., 69, 172 
St. John the Baptist Parish, La., 108, 184, 220 
St. Landry Parish, La., 69, 88, 268 
St. Mary Parish, La., 49, 102, 242 
St. Mary’s County, Md., 143 
St. Paul’s Parish, S.C., 131, 137, 167, 238 
St. Rosalie Plantation, 201 
St. Simon’s Island, Ga., 29, 54 
Fanny Kemble on, 54 
Salcedo, Manual Juan de, 198-99 
Sale: of slaves, 50, 53, 55 
of runaways, 18, 37-38, 97, 125, 142, 245-46, 263-64, 267-74 
Salem, Ky., 15, 69 
Salisbury, N.C., 115, 273 
Sally (free black), 190 
Sally (slave, S.C.), 61 


mje 


mr 


mr 


Sally (slave, Va.), 65 

Sally “Angelique” (slave), 139 

Saluda River, 114 

Sam (slave, Abbeville District, S.C.), 77 

Sam (slave, Barnwell District, S.C.), 167 
Sam (slave, Broad River plantation, S.C.), 127-28 
Sam (slave, Davidson County, Tenn.), 57 
Sam (slave, Ga.), 224 

Sam (slave, Miss.), 78 

Sam (slave, New Orleans), 226 

Sam (slave, Tappahannock, Va.), 135 
Sam (slave, Tenn.), 78 

Sam (slave of Charlotte Wilson), 245, 253 
Sam (slave of David Stoddard), 272 

Sam (slave of Henry Talbutt), 105 

Sam (slave of James Erwin), 41 

Sam (slave of James Thomson), 36 

Sam (slave of Jason Pool), 7-8, 16 

Sam (slave of Levi Hart), 20 

Sam (slave of Michael Campbell), 297 
Sam (slave of Nathaniel Perrott), 278 
Sam (urban slave), 80 

Sambo (slave), 102 

Sampson (slave, Ala.), 245 

Sampson (slave, Jefferson Parish, La.), 172 
Sampson (slave, S.C.), 211 

Sampson (slave of William M. Whitehead), 166 
Sampson County, N.C., 92 


Samuel (slave), 176 

San Antonio, Tex., 26, 115 

San Augustine County, Tex., 41, 111 

Sancho (slave), 285 

Sancho conspiracy, 12, 276 

Sancho “Sam” (slave), 102 

Sanders, Edward, 157 

Sanders, William, Sr., 37 

Sandy (slave, Jefferson County, Miss.), 81-82 
Sandy (slave of David Murray), 84 

Sandy (slave of Edward Telfair), 260 

San Marcos, Tex., 26 

Santee Canal, S.C., 40 

Santee River, 173 

Sarah (free woman), 114 

Sarah (slave, Charleston, S.C., daughter of Bess McIntosh), 69 
Sarah (slave, Charleston, S.C., thief and runaway), 40-41 
Sarah (slave, St. Mary’s County, Md.), 8 

Sarah (slave of Mr. Vernon), 264 

Sarah (slave of William Browne), 259 

Sarah (urban slave, Charleston, S.C.), 106 

Sary (slave), 40 

Saunders, John, 277 

Savannah River, 85, 86, 114, 118, 124, 127, 292 
Sawney (slave), 212-13 

Sawyer, Caroline (free black), 195 

Sawyer, Mathias, 31-32 

Scarborough, William, 235 


Scars, 43 
of runaways, 216-19 
Scott (slave), 138 
Scott, Martha A., 143 
Scott, Robert, 39 
Scott, Thomas, 39 
Scott, Walter (slave), 213 
Scott County, Ky., 51 
Screven County, Ga., 95, 174 
Seabrook, Thomas, 128 
Seaton, John, 157 
Seguin, Tex., 26, 91 
Self-hired slaves, 60, 125 
reasons for absconding, 141 
as runaways, 134, 140-45 
Self-purchase, freedom through, 142-43 
Seminole Indian War, 87-88 
Sewell, Joseph, 186 
Sexual liaisons: interracial, 24 
and runaways, 32-33 
Shack (slave), 156 
Shadows Plantation, 49 
Shannon, John R., 280, 281 
Sharp, Absalom, 75 
Sharp, Clarissa, 75, 76 
Sharper (slave), 53 
Shelby County, Ky., 269 
Shenandoah Valley, 73 


Shepard, Richard (slave), 119 

Sheriff, Dionysius, 191 

Sheriff, and runaways, 151 

Ship captains, and runaways, 276, 290 

Shirley Plantation, 82, 114 

“Shooting Scene,” 762 

Silver Bluff Plantation, 292 

Simmons, Holloway, 157 

Simmons, William, 137 

Simms, M.D., 166 

Simon (slave), 146-47 

Simpson, William W., 163-64 

Sims, Littleton, 61 

Sinclairsville, Va. (1817), 168 

Singer, Harry (free black), 184-85 

Skiff, poling, 118 

Skinner, Douglas, 76-77 

Slatter’s Jail (Baltimore, Md.), 127 

Slave breakers, 243 

Slave catchers, 89, 101, 119, 149-50, 156-60, 238-39, 285-86, 293 

Slave dealers, 44 

Slave drivers, 45-46, 106 

Slave family(ies): breakup of, 50-55 
and hired slaves, 5 
and lying out, 96 
running away to reunite with; 114 
running away together, 50, 66-67, 90, 101, 102, 105 
searching for loved ones, 57-63 


slave husbands, 6, 31, 57-59, 97, 99 
Slave management. See Management of slaves 
Slave mistresses, and slave governance, 252-56 
Slave owners: and defense of southern civilization, 291 
death of, 19, 20 
in 1860, 48 
in pursuit of runaways, 168-70 
Slave prices. See Economy 
Slave stealing, 174, 273 
Slave traders, 19, 113, 186 
as barriers, 119. See also Domestic slave trade 
Slaveholders, financial losses of, 282 
Slavery, as fragile institution, 18 
Slaves: African-born, 229, 232-33 
aged and/or infirm, 256-58 
assistance to, 67-71 
children as, 51-52 
hiring of, 125 
kidnapping of, 273-74 
laws re. importation of, 272 
lost forever, 71-74 
of mixed blood, 215-16 
open defiance of, 6-9 
and overseers, 9-11 
taxes on sale of, 258 
transferring, 242-43, 259-60 
value of, 285 
West Indian-born, 229. See also Runaway(s); individual slaves 


Small, John G., 130 

Smith, Henry (slave), 281 

Smith, James, 257 

Smith, Jane B., 256 

Smith, Jesse, 68 

Smith, Matilda, 184 

Smith, Thomas A., 78 

Smith, Wallis (slave), 174 

Smith, William, 176 

Smith, William (slave), 70-71 

Smith, William H., 275 

Smith County, Tex., 120 

Smithland, Ky., 69 

Smithland Times, 69 

Smyrna, S.C., 213 

Snyder, William, 289 

Soldier’s Rest, Tenn., 226 

Solomon (free black), 190 

Solomon (slave of J.J. Frierson), 173 
Solomon (slave of Susan Rodgers), 147 
Solomon (slave of William Eaton, Jr.), 83 
Somerset County, PA, 293 

Sophia (slave), 53 

Sophie (slave), 139 

Southampton County, Va., 35 

South Bay, S.C., 90, 130 

South Boston, Va., 251 

South Carolina: anti-importing laws of, 54 


anti-slave laws of, 90 
emancipation law of, 258 
mixed blood slaves in, 215 
outlying slaves in, 103 
runaway laws in, 152 
slave hideouts in, 89 
Southern Cultivator, 241 
South Santee River, 68, 70, 127 
Spanish Territory, 264 
Sparta, Va., 166 
Speculation, in black youngsters, 51-52 
Spotsylvania, Va., 109 
Sprigg, Augusta (free black), 206 
Spring Garden Plantation, 41 
Squire (slave), 144-45 
Stallian, Ellick (slave), 234, 235 
Stampp, Kenneth, xi 
Stanly, John Carruthers, 200, 201 
Starke, Wyatt W., 95, 108 
Staunton, Mr., 85 
Stealing, extent of, 79-83 
Steamboat(s): escapes on, 118 
runaways on, 168 
as suspect, 133-34 
Steamboat captains, and hired slaves, 26-27 
Stearns, Charles, 161 
Stephen’s Creek, S.C., 39 
Stephon (slave), 153 


Stevenson, Levi (apprentice), 207 
Steward, Charles, 93 

Stewart, Charles, 10 

Stewart, George (free black), 185 
Stewart, Montgomery, 274 
Stewart, Thomas, 273 

Stewart, William, 105 

Stewart County, Tenn., 68, 121 
Still, Peter, 32 

Stoddard, David, 272 

Stone Fort, Tenn., 56 

Stone’s River, 67 

Stout, Samuel V.D., 84 

Strickland, Archibald J., 9-10 
Suckey (slave), 105 

Suicide, 54-55 

Summerville, S.C., 127 

Sumner County, Tenn., 113-14, 120, 121 
Sumter District (S.C.), 40, 157, 213, 251 
Surget, Eustace, 234 

Surry (slave), 251 

Surry County, Va., 63, 118, 286 
Susan (slave, Fla.), 67 

Susan (slave of William Wray), 278 
Sussex County, Va., 257 

Swinney, Joseph, 207 

Sylvester (slave), 172 


Talbot County, Md., 111, 208 


Talbutt, Henry, 105 
Tallahatchie County, Miss., 165 
Tallapoosa County, Ala., 65 
Taper, Joseph (slave), 293-94, 324-25 
Tappahannock, Va., 135 
Taylor, Bennett, 141 
Taylor, Emily “Sarah” (free black), 196 
Taylor, J.H., 259 
Taylor, J.N., 242-43 
Taylor, Thomas (slave), 59 
Taylor, Zachary, 161 
Tecumseh, 31 
Teeth, filing of, 43, 128, 217, 218, 232 
Telfair, Edward, 260 
Tenah (slave), 110, 275 
Tennessee: anti-slave laws of, 89 
General Assembly of, 257-58 
law on care of infirm slaves, 258 
reward statute in, 178 
runaway laws in, 151-52 
Tennessee Gazette, 73 
Tennessee River, 32, 56, 113, 158, 169 
Term slaves, 106, 107, 116, 197-99 
Terrebonne Parish, La., 238 
Texas: anti-slave laws of, 91 
runaway laws in, 151 
slave hideouts in, 89 
as thoroughfare, 115-16 


Theft, by slaves, 7, 28, 31, 53, 79-83, 85, 90-92, 102-3, 155. See 
also Clandestine economy 

Thorn, Moses (slave), 136 

Thomas (slave, Bayou St. John), 135 

Thomas (slave, restaurant worker), 119 

Thomas, David C., 47 

Thomas, Henry (slave), 72 

Thomas, John P., 248 

Thomas, William (free black, Baltimore, Md.), 188 
Thomas, William (free black, Richmond, Va.), 192 
Thomas, William Henry (term slave, Baltimore, Md.), 116 
Thomasson, John D., 13 

Thompson, Archibald, 143 

Thompson's Creek, Miss., 184, 276 

Thomson, James 36 

Thurmond, Richard, 217 

Ticket, hired slave’s, 135, 138 

Time, expended in reclaiming runaways, 260 

Tipton County, Tenn., 144 

Toast, William “William Collins” (free black), 194 
Tobe (slave), 165 

Toffling, John H., 206 

Tom (slave, Charleston, S.C.), 91 

slave, La.), 60 

slave, Rodney, Miss.), 157 

slave, Soldier's Rest, Tenn.), 226 

slave, S.C.), 86, 91 

slave, York District, S.C.), 157 

slave of Francis and Sophia Loockerman), 111 


Tom 
Tom 
Tom 
Tom 
Tom 
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Tom 


Tom (slave of Harriet Long), 20 

Tom (slave of Jesse Williams), 250 
Tom (slave of W. Gatewood), 224 
Tom (slave of William Sanders, Sr.), 37, 38 
Tompkins, William, 109 

Toney (slave), 209 

Toomer, A.V., 181 

Torbert, James, 98 

Townsend, John, 70 

Trafficking. See Clandestine economy 
Travis County, Tex., 22, 94 

Traylor, John Betson, 238 

Troup County, Ga., 31 

Truancy, 98 

Trudeau, Rene, 191 

Tunis, C.H., 174 

Turner (slave, Ala.), 23 

Turner, David, 163 

Turner, Moses (free black), 205 
Turner, Sally, 223 

Turner “Zeno” (slave, Charleston, S.C.), 57 
Tuscaloosa Monitor, 121 


Twelve Years A Slave, Narrative of Solomon Northrup, a Citizen of 
New York, Kidnapped in Washington City in 1841, and Rescued in 
1853, from a Cotton Plantation Near the Red River 


In Louisiana, 192 
Tyre, Isaac (free black), 194-95 
Tyree, John, 109 


Underground Railroad, 116, 119 

Union County, S.C., 115 

Union District, S.C., 40 

United States, 118-19 

Upp, John, 157 

Upper South, 54, 56, 112 
free blacks in, 109-10, 183 
runaway centers in, 126-27 
self-hired slaves in, 144 
term slaves in, 106-7 

Urban centers, as destination, 122-23, 124-48 

Ursin (slave), 172 


Vesey, Denmark, conspiracy of, 12, 291 

Vicksburg, Miss., 132 
jails in, 181 
steamboat searching at, 118 

Vidalia, La., 157 

Villard, William B., 85, 211 

Villeret, Abraham, 93 

Vina (slave), 63 

Vincennes, In., 32 

Vinson, Mr., 44 

Violence: assault and murder, 77-79, 85, 88, 169, 211 
assaulting whites, 8, 41-42 
fighting pursuers, 83-84, 149-50, 164 
against overseers, 6, 75-77, 84 
poisoning whites, 6 
against runaways, 60, 153, 244 


runaways declared “outlaws,” 85-86, 153, 155 

slave women and, 8 

against slaves, 42-48, 75, 93-94. See also Punishment 
Virginia: anti-slave laws of, 89 

clandestine trade in, 91-92 

emancipation laws in, 278 

General Assembly of, 28 

laws re. care of infirm slaves, 258 

laws re. emancipated slaves, 195 

mixed blood slaves in, 215 

reward statutes in, 178 

runaway laws in, 152 

slave hideouts in, 89 
Virginia Cotton Mill, 132-33 


Wade, Emanuel C., 195-96 
Wade, H.F., 57 

Wages. See Economy 

Wake County, N.C., 160 
Walker (slave), 201 

Walker, David, 15 

Walley (slave), 222 

Walterboro, S.C., 103, 118, 285 
Wapoo Cut, 91 

Ware, William, 167 

Warley (slave), 130 

Warren County, Ky., 81, 113 
Warren County, Miss., 179, 286 
Warren County, N.C., 62 


Warrenton, N.C., 83 

Warring, Henry H., 191 

Wasamasaw, S.C., 127 

Washington (free black), 191 

Washington (slave, Ala.), 23 

Washington (slave, Caldwell County, Ky.), 113-14 


Washington (slave of George G. Ashcom), 171 
Washington (slave of Mrs. Harriet H. Hill), 126 
Washington, D.C., burning of, 28 
Washington, George, 249 
Washington, Jr. (slave), 281 
Washington, La., 129 

Washington County, Md., 25, 185, 246 
Washington County, Tenn., 114 
Watchman, 70, 201 

Watts, C., 268 

Wayne County, N.C., 40, 231 
Weakley County, Tenn., 166 

Weaver, William, 37 

Webb, Dr., 61 

Webb, Prince (slave), 138 

Webb, William, 108 

Weeks, David, 49, 167, 242 

Weeks, Mary, 11 

Weight, of runaways, 216 

Weir, James, 155 

Weisiger, Joseph K., 137-38 


( 
( 
Washington (slave, Northampton County, N.C.), 238 
( 
( 


Weldon, N.C., 132, 184 

Welham, William P., 281 

Welham River, 281 

Weller (slave), 144 

Wenny (slave), 61-62 

Wesley (slave), 157 

West Africa, deportation to, 110 
West Baton Rouge Parish, La., 13, 45-46, 267, 269 
West Baton Rouge River, 112 
Westcoat, William, 131 

Western Atlantic Railroad, 214 
Western Tennessee Democrat, 163 


West Feliciana Parish, La., 7, 10, 11, 12, 13, 49, 113, 146, 161-62, 
249 


West Feliciana River, 112 
West Indian Negroes, 276 
West Liberty, Va., 30 
Westmoreland County, Va., 60 
Whaley, Patsey (free woman of color), 110 
Wheeling, Va. (1817), 168 
Whipping, 42-48, 239-40, 251-52. See also Flogging 
Whiskey: availability of, 23 
slaves’ use of, 3 
White, Charles (slave), 132 
White, David H., 206 
White attitudes: toward elderly slaves, 256-58 
toward foreigners, 36 
toward free blacks, 187-88, 192 
toward habitual runaways, 41, 124-25, 234-35, 264, 290 


toward “outsiders,” 275-78 
toward runaways, 29, 44, 50, 52-53, 138, 144, 161-62, 164-70, 
206-7, 224-28, 245, 275 
toward slave conspiracies, 13 
White County, Tenn., 120 
Whitehead, John T., 166 
Whitehead, Martha (slave), 110-11 
Whitehead, William M., 166 
White Oak River, 87 
Whites, assisting slaves, 30-33 
White’s Creek, Tenn., 57 
Wilcox County, Ala., 261 
Wiley (slave), 57 
Wilkerson, William B., 163 
Wilkes County, Ga., 118 
Superior Court of, 269 
Wilkinson, N., 70 
Wilkinson County, Miss., 112, 165, 184-85 
Will (slave, S.C.), 69-70 
Will (slave of William Harris), 264-67 
William (free black, Accomac County, Md.), 195 
William (free black, Prince George’s County, Md.), 191 
William 
William 
William 
William 
William 
William 
William 


French-speaking slave, Miss.), 88 
mulatto slave, New Orleans), 82 
slave, Bayou Sara, Miss.), 217 
slave, Jefferson County, Ky.), 71 
slave, New Orleans), 70 

slave, Savannah, Ga.), 118 


NNN NN DN DN SN en! 


slave of Boswell Lawson), 34 


William (slave of Elizabeth House), 107-8 
William H. Morton & Company, 20 
Williams, Dennis (slave), 247 
Williams, Jesse, 250, 276 
Williams, William (free black), 190 
Williamsburg, Va., 68 
Williamsburg District, S.C., 89 
Williamson County, Tenn., 121 
Williamson County, Tex., 22 
Willis (slave), 222 
Wilson (slave), 166 
Wilson, Charlotte, 245, 253 
Wilson, James (slave), 131 
Wilson, James S., 206 
Wilson, Robert, 253 
Wilson County, Tenn., 57, 120 
Winchester, Margaret (free black), 205 
Winchester, Va., 73 
Windsor, N.C., 132 
Winston, Thomas B., 59 
Winton, N.C., 132 
Wise, Henry, 15 
Witherall, Matilda (slave), 117 
Withers, Marquis W., 159 
Wives, separated from husbands, 60-63 
Wolford, Henry, 266 
Women, slave: and children, 8 
as habitual runaways, 124-25, 147-48 


as runaways, 210-13 
running away with children, 61, 63-65, 106, 108-9, 212 
running away pregnant, 64, 212 
seeking husbands, 60 
and self-hire, 139, 143 
and sexual relations with whites, 32-33 
and violence, 8-9 
Women, white: attitudes toward slaves, 49-50 
and brutal treatment by husband, 25 
controlling female slaves, 9 
fear of being raped, 94-95 
fear of insurrection, 291 
and husband's sexual relations with slaves, 24 
raped by runaways, 87, 95-96 
and slave hiring, 34-35 
as slave owners, 19-20, 165 
as slave-owning widows, 3, 49, 50, 97, 205, 249, 276, 253-56 
Wood, Charles (slave), 225 
Wood, John, 228, 314 
Wood, Joseph, 85 
Woodard, John, 157 
Woods, Elizabeth, 94-95 
Woods, Joseph, 57 
Woods family, 45—46 
Woodville, Miss., 112, 217 
Woodville, N.C., 154 
Woodville Republican, 88 
Wolford, Henry, 266 


Woolfolk, Austin, 186 
Wrather, Baker, 104 
Wray, William, 278 
Wright, Moses, 99 
Wright, Robert T., 156 
Wynne, John, 99 


Yanceyville, N.C., 118 

Yazoo County, Miss., 43, 163 
York, Pa., 116 

York County, Va., 68 

York District, S.C., 94, 157, 176 
York River, 114, 276 

Yorks Creek, Tex., 26 

Young Titas. See Danger 
Younker, Jacob (slave), 246 


Zeno. See Turner “Zeno” 
Zollicofer, John J., 212 
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“In the RSDB, if “negro” was used with no additional information 
on color, the runaway was considered black; if no color was 
indicated, the runaway was also cited as black. Since owners were 
quick to point out those of mixed racial origin even when they used 
the term “negro” (i.e., “negro mulatto”), this method, which gives a 
color designation to all slaves in the RSDB, is probably relatively 
accurate. 


“This discussion excludes slaves who had missing toes, fingers, a 
leg, arm, or hand, as well as those with various marks and scars, 
unless it was explicitly stated or obvious that these deformities were 
the result of severe punishment. 
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1. The reward was for $1000, an extraordinary sum at the time. 
Acts and Resolutions of the General Assembly of the State of South 
Carolina, Passed in December, 1825 (Columbia: D. And J. M. Faust, 
1826), p. 102. 


2. In 1822, the Committee on Claims of the South Carolina House 
of Representatives awarded Meshack Williams $160.62 for the 
supplies he had furnished the militia as they set out to search for 
Joe. Acts and Resolutions of the General Assembly of the State of 
South Carolina, Passed in December, 1822 (Columbia: Daniel Faust, 
1823), 89. 


3. The Committee on Claims in the South Carolina Senate said 
that Joe had terrorized inhabitants in a wide area and committed 
depredations “heretofore unparalleled in this State.” Acts and 
Resolutions of the General Assembly of the State of South Carolina, 
Passed in December, 1825 (Columbia: D. and J. M. Faust, 1826), 
102. 


x No other purposes are mentioned in this act! 


4. Runaways and uncontrollable slaves were long-standing 
problems in these and other counties, dating back to the eighteenth 
century. In 1796, for example, the General Assembly passed a law 
to compensate owners of outlawed and executed slaves in Bladen, 
Halifax, Granville, Cumberland, Perquimans, Beaufort, and Pitt 
counties; the following year the act was extended to Warren, 
Onslow, and Chatham counties. Laws of North-Carolina, At a 
General Assembly, begun and held at Raleigh, on the twentieth day 
of November, in the year of our Lord one thousand seven hundred 
and ninety-seven ([Raleigh]: n.p., 179[8]), 4. 
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